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One
 
The beaches of Lake Sunshine were objectively pleasant to look at. Though, to the townsfolk’s credit, they were littered with the worst sort of poison ivy patches. The waters were impossibly cold and deep, the sand sharpened by broken shells and rocks.
Perhaps if there wasn’t another lake –larger and far less foreboding– only a mile up the road, the beaches of Lake Sunshine wouldn’t be so entirely desolate. After all, one could only be so picky in the desert. 
But then again, superstitions did run deep in the Red Court.
The air surrounding the smaller lake had a quiet stillness, a chilling possession of something dark and unidentifiable. Eerie. It might've been a sort of old magic—though maybe it was just superstition. In any case, the locals stayed far away, their children singing sweet little rhymes about a water monster who could tear them apart. Limb, by limb.
They undoubtedly found it odd how drawn I was to the place. Theodora Stormfury, Captain of the 98th class, the girl with blue fire in her eyes and penchant for stubbornness— always hanging around that spooky lake. But I couldn’t help it. If there was water to be found– I’d be there. Beast or not.
I sat comfortably along the shore, combing out pebbles from the wet sand and rubbing them between my fingers. The water’s surface was calm– undisturbed by the distant voices of merchants and peddled goods.
Beware the beast that lies beneath.
I’d never so much as seen a shadow cross the lake. But even if I had, beast or not, the water could never frighten me. How could it? After all– my patron goddess was Nyra, Commander of Seas and Storms. Water was my safety– my haven. 
Footsteps sounded somewhere behind me, and I knew without looking that the graceful crunch belonged to my sister, Selene. There was a pause, and when she spoke, her voice carried like Winter Solstice bells.
“It’s so cold out today.”
It was cold. The autumn chill had come early this year.
“Did you get the stuff you wanted?”
My sister sighed. “Atlas got their brushes, but they didn’t have the flute I’m trying to find. Ronan said he would look for one when they travel to the capital next.”
I nodded. “He’ll find one. He likes you.”
“You’re ridiculous.”
“You know it’s true.” I glanced back. “You guys got a table at Oren’s?”
“Is that even a question?”
I’d been gone for a while. Salvyre Captains were afforded very little alone time, and while I had no complaints, a bit of quiet was nice now and then.
My time was up, it seemed. 
“Alright, I’m coming.” But I paused before standing, grabbing a particularly flat stone and flicking it, watching as it skipped along the water.
“Four? Look at you.”
When I turned to my sister, I found her with her arms looped behind her back, her brow smooth and carefree. I couldn’t help but smile. “Don’t sound so shocked,” I drawled as I pushed to my feet.
“Anything that involves you and a gentle touch is always shocking.” 
I snorted. “I’m not as bad as Vas and you know it.”
Her pale eyes followed my movement by the sound of my steps. A learned precision.
Selene hadn’t always been blind. She’d been born with sight, but as she’d gotten older and her magic had grown stronger, her vision had waned. A penance for her gifts, it seemed. Now she saw only shadows and light.
As children, her blindness had attracted curiosity and cruelty alike. Even the instructors had shown their doubts, going so far to press her case to Lord Ashridge. They’d asked High Command to select another, to replace her. But there was no undoing the birth of a salvyre– no replacing her with someone else. Selene was a soldier, a salvyre of the 98th class, and she would graduate and serve alongside her siblings.
I brushed off my pants and regarded her fondly. Anyone who had ever doubted Selene Stormfury was a fool. Her abilities as an oracle would make her the biggest asset of us all, I had no doubt.
There was a cool breeze, and Selene’s pin-straight copper hair, cropped right below her ears, swished lazily. “You’ve been here a while.”
“I’m relaxing.” I stretched lazily as I said it, reveling in the pull of my tight back muscles. “I was going to come back soon.”
“Right, but if you come back now,” she dragged the word out as she said it, “I’ll share.” From behind her back she produced a skewer of fried dough.
I gasped. “You have ice cakes.”
“I do.”
Selene pulled the stick back as I lunged, a grin splitting her face.
“Okay, okay, I’m coming. Gimmie.”
Selene held the skewer out and I quickly plucked a blob of dough from it and plopped it into my mouth. It crunched as I bit past the layer of hardened sugar, the soft inside warm and airy. A moan escaped me before I could help it. “Gods.”
She laughed, her nose scrunching up. Still smiling, she stepped forward to wrap an arm around my waist, passing me the stick. “I got it for you. I knew it would get you to come with me. Come on. Our boys don’t do well without their captain to keep them in line.”
I groaned, but accepted her offering. The smell of freshly cut lilies filled my nose as I folded an arm over her shoulders– a scent that was entirely Selene’s. We leaned into each other as we walked back up the main road.
“Fine. It worked. What are they up to?” I licked some of the sugar from my lips, then took another bite.
Growing up, the two of us were often told we could’ve been twins. As girls we’d both been small and fair-skinned, with light eyes and sun-bleached hair. But then we turned twelve and my face grew sharper; I grew taller and lankier, hardened by the sun and the academy. My sister stayed small and sweet. Eventually her hair darkened to a radiant copper-red, while mine remained icy white.
Perhaps we were blood related somehow– though we’d never truly know. But blood or not– she was my sister in every other sense of the word.
“Ehh…” Selene drawled.
“They better not start something foolish again,” I grumbled, thinking back to our last weekend off when Vas and Dimitri had decided the alley would make a great location for a game of Dimicatio. Vas had nearly leveled the whole row of shops.
“Our boys? Foolish?”
My lips twitched. It had been an entertaining sight. Perhaps if I wasn’t Salvyre Captain, and the lectures and punishments didn’t rain down on me first, I’d have been more amused. But the thought of my commander’s face, pinched in annoyance as she made us run laps, was sobering.
I shook my head. “You’re right. Let’s go.”
 
Oren’s Tavern was a dingy joint just a short walk beyond Lake Sunshine. It stood nondescript– one of the many rickety buildings along the town’s main strip. Chipped wooden pillars framed its front porch, and thin trees withered round the back. Shabby inns stood by to either side.
In the late summer, it was mostly locals that lulled about. Many of their faces, tanned and weathered from working on ships and in the fields, had become familiar to me and my siblings. But come another month or so– once the autumn harvest really began, the inns would be packed and the streets would be crowded with merchants and travelers. Strangers would appear with stories from the capitol and of the desert rebels.
A seedy cocktail of liquor, sweat, and burnt meat perfumed the air, accosting me as I held the door open for my sister. Her nose wrinkled as she stepped through. It would stay that way until she was well into her second drink.
Pieced around the open room was an array of mismatched furniture: high and small tables, wobbly stools, benches that had been broken and repaired time and time again. The bar was nestled in the back among jugs of ale and wine. Just beyond there were a few private rooms, with only fabric covering their entryways. Atlas had once convinced me to venture back there with them, a scandalizing, eye-burning experience I was happy to never repeat.
People of all sorts gathered inside Oren's Tavern. Young and old alike. As my eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, I took in the familiar sight of patrons spread out and chatting noisily, spit flying and chewed food flashing. It was positively disgusting.
And yet, somehow– the familiar smells and sounds, the splintering furniture– created a warm feeling in my chest.
“Theia!” Vas roared from our usual table by the bar. He jumped to his feet, nearly knocking Dimitri off his stool as he made his way towards us.
“Brace yourself,” I murmured to Selene. But she was already ducking under Vas’ swinging arm, pulling away just in time to miss being wrapped in a tight, sweaty hug. I grunted as I was swept up, swatting his arm until he let go.
Dimitri was laughing as Selene slid in next to him, his cheeks warm in the low light. I settled on the stool to his other side, which wobbled –predictably– on the uneven floor.
“Where’s Atlas?”
At the same time I spoke, Selene’s slight fingers found her cup and a vee wrinkled her forehead. “You drank my wine?”
Vas snorted. Dimitri met my gaze, then glanced pointedly across the room. The fifth of our salvyre class loitered next to a tall townie– one of the local blacksmith’s sons. Henrik, perhaps? It was hard to tell in the low light.
Even just seeing them, having the five of us in a room together, eased my nerves. Released tension I hadn’t even realized I’d been carrying. My team, my family, all together. We’d been selected by the kingdom of Ezuria at birth to become Salvyre. To work and train together, the five of us as one, to serve our people– our court. I would always feel most complete around them.
As I watched, Atlas brought Selene’s cup to their lips and sipped coquettishly. With a grin, they said something that caused the young smith to flush scarlet.
I shook my head. “Oof. That poor guy.”
“Poor me, that’s my wine,” Selene grunted.
Dimitri patted her arm.
“Want me to steal it back?”
She pretended to consider my offer, then shook her head and sighed. “No. I imagine the smith is flustered enough without us making a scene.”
“His name’s Henrik, I think. Atlas has been chatting with them since you left,” Vas explained. “Not sure when they managed to squirrel away your wine. That bastard is sneaky.”
Selene pouted. “They always do this.” 
“And yet, you’re shocked every time,” Dimitri snorted. When Selene leaned over to smack the back of his head, he raised his hands defensively. “Hey! I’m just saying!”
Dimitri wasn’t wrong. At this point, it did happen more often than not. And of the five of us she was the oracle. A powerful one at that. The sages were hopeful that in the next year– in our twenty-fifth year, when our magic hit full maturity– Selene would have access to power unimaginable.
Whatever that meant.
Fortunately, in the sticky warmth of Oren’s tavern, it was easy to put thoughts of the academy out of my mind. My sister’s face revealed nothing but amused annoyance.
“They didn’t need to steal my wine,” she muttered, crossing her arms over her chest. She jerked her chin accusingly at Vas. “You were supposed to keep it safe, you know.”
He grinned in defeat. “Fine. Next round is on me. Theia– the usual for you?”
I waved a hand. “I’ll come with you.”
 
Zak, the bartender, whistled appreciatively as we approached. I rolled my eyes at him– he knew all too well he was not my type. That I had zero interest. Still, for as long as I could remember, he’d tried anyway.
“Always a pleasure, Theia,” Zak greeted. His eyes watched me mischievously, a smug smirk fixed to his face. Somehow, my lack of interest did little to dissuade him. If anything, it seemed to egg him on. “The usual?”
“Yeah, and another round of whatever they’re already having."
“Yes, ma’am.”
Vas gave him a reproachful look, and then turned back to me. “You have an audience,” he murmured, glancing pointedly over my shoulder. He wagged his thick brows. “Your type.” 
“You’re so nosy.”
Of course, I’d already noticed who he was referring to. The stocky, broad shouldered woman had been around a couple times before, usually surrounded by other locals. The lot of them all shared a heavy brow and sun-kissed nose. Family: cousins, perhaps. It was obvious they tended to the fields.
Tonight though, the woman appeared to be alone. I had sensed her gaze from one of the smaller tables in the back the second I walked through the door. Vas had to know I’d clocked her already, just as we both knew by the appreciative flush to her cheeks that she would approach me by the end of the evening. Her stare bore into my back, hot and eager with anticipation.
Zak slid a tumbler of ale my way. Behind us, there was a roar of laughter.
“Go, have fun, Cap,” Vas said, clinking his glass against mine and taking a large swig.
I grunted as I glanced down at the warm liquid. With practiced ease, the energy around me pulsed, and the cup began to cool as I worked my magic. Frost bit at the edges of the amber liquid like icy tendrils.
Vas rolled his eyes. “Dramatic.”
But the ale was perfectly cool and crisp when I took my sip.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Two
 
It wasn’t until well into the evening that we began our trek home. I walked with one arm linked with Selene’s, and the other with Atlas’. The three of us kept a slow pace behind Dimitri and Vas, who seemed all too content to wake every home on the way back to Arderiah. The night carried their playful argument, which I was too uninterested to follow, along the sleepy street.
The night wasn’t nearly as warm as it had been only weeks prior, but ale kept me from feeling any chill. Frowning, I began a mental tally of the number of drinks I’d had. A hangover was definitely in my future.
“So,” Atlas began conspiratorially. “I saw you made your way into the alley with Clea. She’s quite sweet, isn’t she?”
I barked a sharp laugh of surprise. Beside me, Selene started to protest, but Atlas waved her off. “What?! I just want to compare notes!”
“Oh Atlas, ew.”
Atlas shrugged. “Tch. Don’t act surprised.” They nudged me. “Give us the gory details. Did you have fun?”
Selene made a noise, but her shoulders shook as she laughed. “Gods, you’re crude.”
“Wait,” I huffed in my sister’s –the oracle’s— direction. “Did you know?”
“I didn’t!”
I glanced at Atlas, who was smirking broadly. It wasn’t the first time this sort of thing had happened to us. Our tastes seemed to overlap when it came to strong women. It didn’t really bother me, but I couldn’t help but tease Selene anyway.
It was said that all salvyre inherited magic from one of the twelve patron gods. Atlas’ gifts, of course, came from the beloved Loux, God of Light and Spirit. Selene, on the other hand, inherited her gifts from Tempros, God of Time and Consciousness. She was special in that way, even if she didn’t have the best control of her magic yet. Tempros’ magic rarely appeared.
“On Tempros, I had no idea!” She continued. “I had no idea where you’d gone off to.”
“Mhmmm.”
“Oh my gods, and your names are Clea and Theia!” Atlas exclaimed, cheeks flushed with alcohol. “Clea and Theia! Gods it sounds awful, doesn’t it?” They sunk into my side as they giggled. 
“Hey be nice or she’ll go for Henrik next!” Vas called from somewhere ahead of us.
I choked on a laugh. Beside me, Atlas snorted. “Vasileios, you and I both know she wouldn’t appreciate all of Henrik’s appendages the way I do!”
“Atlas!”
My face was red, but I couldn’t help but agree. They weren’t wrong, after all.
The night air breezed around us, ruffling through Atlas’ hair and rippling through Selene’s dress. It was peaceful in the little towns outside Arderiah. Even as Atlas proceeded to tell us all about Henrik– every little detail imaginable, there was a calmness that couldn’t be shaken.
I was smiling. It was hard not to when I was around Atlas, when we were pressed together, sharing warmth and laughter. They’d always had the uncanny ability to make people feel safe— free, happy, and alive. Part of it was their gifts– coaxing words and soothing touches. But mostly, it was just who they were.
Atlas was probably also the most attractive person I knew. They stood nearly a head taller than me with hair that fell in black, silky waves to their shoulders. To my knowledge, their glowing caramel skin had never sported a single blemish, and they had dark, gold speckled eyes that were framed by thick, fluttery lashes. Neither masculine nor feminine, their face and frame was uniquely and entirely theirs.
Perhaps it was all the alcohol, but walking between Selene and Atlas, arms intertwined, a wave of emotion washed over me. The three of us may not share blood, but we were family, and I would do anything for them.
“Did Clea tell you about her sister?”
The question cut through my train of thought. I frowned, shaking my head.
“I think they did about as much soul searching as you and Henrik did,” Selene teased. 
“Hey!” I elbowed her and turned back to Atlas. “No. She didn’t say anything. Why?”
“Her sister was selected this year.”
My mouth went dry. Selene tensed beside me, inhaling sharply between her teeth. I thought back again to my conversation with Clea, to the tattoos that had stretched across her wide arms. I’d glimpsed the half sun above the back of her elbow, but it hadn’t been among those we’d talked about. I realized now she had probably gotten it only a couple months prior.
“She didn’t mention it,” I wondered aloud. But honestly– why would the woman have mentioned it? Simply because I was also once selected? Simply because I too was chosen to serve the kingdom– chosen for the utmost honor, the utmost privilege—
I had no business being disappointed, I decided.
“Zak told me,” Atlas continued. “The baby was her only sibling, apparently. The parents took it hard.”
“Of course. That’s so sad,” Selene murmured.
I squeezed my sister tighter. I wasn’t deluded enough anymore to insist that honor should outweigh grief. But it didn’t change anything either. It was sad– but that’s how it had to be.
In four months, Clea’s sister could be a salvyre. The highest honor. She could survive the rites, be sent to one of Ezuria’s seven courts to be raised alongside four others, trained to serve as a salvyre. She’d maybe even become captain of her team, the role assigned at a young age to the group’s natural leader.
Or she could die. Only half the babies survived the rites, after all.
It’s how it had to be.
“She had the tattoo, I should’ve brought it up,” I murmured.
Selene made a sound beside me.
“Are you going to see her again?” Atlas asked.
“I don’t know.” I had enjoyed our time together– but that’s all it had been. All it could be.
The nagging voice in the back of my head prickled in warning. Clea was a sweet girl– entirely unassuming. But this far down south? One had to be careful. The southern rebels had grown fast in the last decade. Generally, they only caused trouble along the border and in the city, but still. They could be anywhere.
And Clea had every reason to join them.
Even if the baby survived the rites, Clea’s family would never see her again. They wouldn’t even know she was alive. For salvyre, there was only their kingdom and their class. The girl would be given a new name, a new purpose.
The southern rebels did not see it as an honor. And they loved to make that known.
“No one has been selected from the village in a while,” Selene murmured. “I’m surprised word didn’t get around sooner.”
We were silent for a moment. Dimitri and Vas had long since disappeared ahead of us, their voices fading into the night. The dirt road was quiet underfoot– the sky clear and cool. In the late summer, the apricot trees were in full bloom, the smell sweet and promising as it mixed with the salty sea breeze. I breathed it in, letting it fill me— letting it clear my mind.
Arderiah, our home, was conveniently situated between both the Lost Lake and Lake Sunshine, the largest bodies of water in the Red Court. Our walk took us past long stretches of farmland– the most fertile soil one could expect to find this far south. To our left stretched the rocky waters of the Lost Lake, so large across that the other side was invisible, even in the light of day. Boats floated along the coast, splashing water up onto the docks.
The Lost Lake had once entirely belonged to the Red Court. Before the Great War, it had been the focal point of our land, the sacred epicenter of our people. But after the war, once treaties had finally been signed and borders had been redrawn, the Red Court, being the southernmost territory, had been cut nearly in half.
The northern beaches of the Lost Lake had remained ours, but everything beyond was lost to the Vaulyrians. Those years had been a dark time for the Red Court. Thousands of families were forced to migrate north. The Scarlett City had become so overcrowded that people began sleeping in the streets. People fought, stole, and starved. Neighbors killed neighbors, families betrayed each other.
Eventually, merchant towns and villages began popping up, and people resettled. But it wasn’t the same. 
That’s why salvyre were needed. Why they had been created. They were needed to keep the people safe. So that what had happened a hundred years ago wouldn’t happen again.
Atlas leaned their head on my shoulder. There was a prickle of warmth, and then my anxiety began to ebb. Thoughts of Clea and her lost sister faded away.
The familiar brick towers of Arderiah, the Red Court’s Military Academy, began to rise in the distance. The North Gate was open for us, the wide arch casting long shadows in the moonlight.
Together, the three of us walked home.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Three
 
A gentle push on my shoulder woke me early the next morning. I rolled over groggily, hungover and annoyed at having been disturbed.
“What?”
The thin starchy quilt was pulled from my eyes. Atlas.
For a moment the world blurred with sleep, and I could’ve sworn there were two of them– like twins– staring down at me. I blinked rapidly, and the look on their face had me immediately sitting upright, pushing past the sleep in my mind to reach for the knife on my bedside table. They stepped back silently as I grabbed my boots and shoved my bare feet into them.
“It’s Selene,” they murmured, though there was no need. Something inside me just knew.
“Is she hurt?”
They hesitated, then shook their head. “It’s a vision.”
Nothing more needed to be said.
Atlas handed me an overcoat, which I threw on over my sleeveless shirt. The small cotton shorts I’d worn to sleep barely reached past my knees, but judging by Atlas’ expression, we didn’t have the time. Swearing under my breath, I strode out of our apartment.
Atlas guided me to the courtyard, where Dimitri and Vas were squatting next to a kneeling Selene, arguing in hushed tones. My eyes narrowed in on my sister. It was cold, yet she wore only her sleep clothes. No shoes.
At the sound of our approach Selene’s head rose. Her pale eyes –usually so warm and full of life– were vacant, her face ashen. A chill went down my spine.
I dropped to my knees, tucking my knife into my boot and taking my sister’s hand.
“Selene?” I called softly.
My sister’s fingers, ice cold, trembled in mine. She was not really here, I knew, with us at that moment. She was following some invisible thread down to a place far, far away.
“Selene?”
When she didn’t even twitch at the sound of her name, I swore and shifted out of my coat. Dimitri leaned over to help drape it over her shoulders.
I glanced up at Atlas, who was watching with muted worry. Selene had gotten lost in her threads before, but this felt different. Something ominous was settling deep in my bones, slithering down my spine. Cool air whipped around us, biting my skin with a chill I couldn’t feel.
It was as if Selene’s body was here, but her mind was miles, miles away.
Atlas met my eyes and glanced at her pointedly.
I nodded, shuffling to the side to make room. “What happened?”
Dimitri straightened. “I don’t know,” he admitted, brows pulling together. “Vas and I heard her get up, so we followed her out here. I got Atlas. Atlas got you.”
I blew out a breath sharply, annoyed I was the last one looped in.
“We thought Atlas would be able to snap her out of it. We didn’t want to worry you,” Vas hurried.
Atlas knelt down beside me and took Selene’s hands.
“She’s never sleep walked before. You should have gotten me right away.” I frowned. “There must’ve been a strong thread out here if it called her all the way from her bed.”
Dimitri was stiff, his expression tight. We all knew that a thread of this magnitude couldn’t be anything good. Good fortune never triggered powerful visions for our sister.
“What do we do?” Dimitri asked in a low voice. “She’s never been out of it this long.”
I glanced between my brothers, taking in their hunched bodies, their pale cheeks and tired eyes.
“Give it a second,” I sighed, rubbing at my brow.
Atlas’ hands glowed for a moment as they held Selene’s. They were working their magic, sending calming energy into her and attempting to soothe her in whatever dark place she had wound up in. Slowly, her features began to relax.
“Selene?” I murmured again. “Follow the thread back. You can do it. Come back to us.”
The early morning breeze was crisp and cool, but not totally free yet of the summer’s humidity. I let my magic thrum through me and a small stream of water freed itself from the air and flowed up and around my hands. It warmed under my touch, and with gentle movements I laid my palms across my sister’s cheeks. The water was warm and grounding against her skin.
Finally, Selene’s shoulders slumped. She blinked rapidly as she returned, as if clearing away a fog– clearing away whatever past or present or future she’d gotten a glimpse into.
“You okay babe?” Atlas prompted gently.
The five of us were huddled in the courtyard, mirror expressions of worry. Even Vas, his usual laugh lines absent, waited for Selene’s words with baited breath.
She lifted her head, and tearful eyes stared past me, just over my shoulder, unseeingly into the morning mist.
When she spoke, her voice quivered.
“I need Elys.”
 
“You guys need to eat.” I gestured to their plates. “We have class late today. You’ll be grumpy if you don’t.”
“I’m not hungry.” Vas muttered.
Dimitri turned and met my gaze. Neither Selene, nor Commander Elys, had appeared for morning classes. My brother had been distracted all morning, so much so that Atlas had nearly clubbed him over the head when they’d been sparring.
No longer. His intensity had now returned, as was clear by the sudden fire in his expression. “She’s been gone for nearly seven hours,” he hissed quietly, glancing around to make sure no one was within hearing range. “What she saw can’t be good. She was freaked.”
“I know,” I replied evenly.
He sucked in a deep breath. “You don’t get it. She felt… wrong. I couldn’t tap into her. It was like she was… I don’t know. Too far away.”
Like Selene, Dimitri’s powers were based in the mind. His magic was said to come from Zaphenus, God of Illusion and Chaos –making him another rarity among the salvyre. With a single glance, he could make someone forget how to see, how to speak, even how to breathe. He could cloud every sense of self a person had— shatter them down to nothing.
Even now, after twenty-four years, I still had yet to fully conquer his terrors. He was a finely tuned weapon– smart, deadly, and dangerous.
And with his tall, lean physique – his handsome dark features that he’d mastered into a mask of neutrality, he already looked the part. He was not to be messed with.
“I know. I felt it too.” I agreed.
“Whatever it was, it pulled her in deep. And if she needed to speak to the commander…” I trailed off with a shake of my head. The longer Selene was away, the more uneasy we’d all become.
Dimitri’s eyes were dark and guarded, but I knew he was thinking the same thing. What could be so important that she’d need to report it? Whose presence had left a thread behind so bright, so loud, that it woke Selene from her sleep and brought her out to the courtyard?
“I felt pain,” Atlas said finally. Quietly. Their shoulders slumped. “When I touched her— it wasn’t just fear or anxiety. She was in pain.”
Vas paled, and a low sound escaped his throat.
No one touched their food.
 
The sage’s hall was the oldest building in Arderiah, located on the southernmost side of the campus, along the Lost Lake’s beaches. It had once been a temple before the war, when most of it was destroyed. All that remained was the slender center structure, which towered coldly above the rest of the campus.
Pushing open the heavy main doors, I stepped out of the cool sunlight and into the candlelit antechamber. Unlike the weathered stone exterior, the inside of the building was warm and inviting. The walls of the entranceway were covered in careful arrangements of stained glass. Bright, vivid colors danced together in vibrant mosaics that narrated the stories of the sages’ past.
I knew only the tale of Cesaria– the high witch of the Blackwoods— a woman with hair of fire and a golden tongue. It was she who, hundreds of years ago, led the fight for the rights and liberation of the sages. It was she who had gotten the king to recognize the sages as an order, and to halt their persecution. In return, the sages had sworn an oath to serve the kingdom. They’d done so ever since– in both the education of magic and in council.
The mosaic of Cesaria depicted her with her hands stretched above her head as people knelt at her sides. Books were stacked at her bare feet, among wisps of gold and amber.
As I studied the piece, light splintered through the windows at just the right angle, casting a halo around Cesaria’s head and shimmering through her hair.
The end of Cesaria’s story— her beheading by her own village in the middle of the night– was not told in the glass.
Above the large doors that led into the center room, the mosaic reached its focal point. The flaming emblem of the Red Court swirled in a perfect marriage of red, yellow, and orange glass. It looked almost like it moved– like it was alive– perhaps due to an enchantment woven in by the artist. It drew my attention every time I walked by.
The same flaming emblem was tattooed in the center of my back. It had been charmed into my skin when I was a baby, along with a small moon and sun– the emblem of the salvyre.
I stepped through the archway, letting the beauty of the center hall wash over me. The large open space had once been a ceremonial room, tall enough that it was said it reached the Gods in the Otherworld. Now it served as a library– its floors towering above us as far as I could see. Rows and rows of books were shelved on each level, hooded sages gliding about them like wisps.
Enchanted, the building was infinitely larger inside than it appeared. No one would ever suspect the trove of knowledge that laid within its walls.
Wordlessly, Dimitri parted from our group, off to find his mentor. Atlas and Vas glanced my way, worried, but I only shrugged. Dimitri had his shadows, his dark moods and turbulent emotions. I knew he was more upset about the situation with Selene than he let on. The two of them had a complicated relationship, and I knew no matter what I said or did– he would not be settled again until Selene returned.
“Well, if you hear anything– you know where to find me. Otherwise, I’ll see you guys tonight,” Vas sighed.
“Come on, captain.” Atlas looped their arm through mine, and the two of us started towards the hall for private studies.
“Are you alright?” They asked once we were alone.
The hall was empty, but I kept my voice low anyway. “Are you?”
Atlas glanced around, then shrugged. “Holding up better than our brothers, I think. I shouldn’t have told them that during lunch— about Selene and the pain. I think I made things worse.”
I shook my head. “They’re just protective. They’ll be alright. What matters is that Selene is safe and she’s with Elys. Whatever she saw is being dealt with.”
Atlas nodded, but their brow remained furrowed.
“Tell me,” I said quietly. “What do you make of it?”
“I don’t know,” they admitted. They paused for a moment, then continued. “But I am worried. I keep thinking about what happened when we were children. With Sir Sandor. What if it’s something like that?”
I had been thinking the same thing. Selene’s magic was hard for her to control. Generally, the better she knew a person, and with some physical contact, the more she could see into their lives. But with strangers? She’d have to catch on to a particularly strong thread of their fate, something powerful. And sometimes, that thread could send her cascading down the dark paths of fortune.
It had happened once when we were eleven. Sir Sandor, an elderly man who had previously served as counsel to the late Lord of the Red Court, had been one of our instructors at the time. He was stern– but patient and wise. Selene had taken an immediate liking to him.
Then one day, during seemingly normal --if not dull-- morning at Arderiah, as Sir Sandor led us through a lesson, something  happened. Selene had been sitting at her desk, amicably rolling one of the instructor’s fancy quills between her fingers, when her eyes suddenly glazed over. 
And when she snapped out of it? 
She’d been inconsolable. No one could calm her. Eventually, Commander Elys had been forced to come retrieve her.
She’d never spoken much about what she’d seen, but by the end of the day news had spread. Sir Sandor’s entire family had been murdered in their home by the southern rebels, only an hour after he’d arrived at Arderiah that morning. His wife, son, and his son’s wife and children– all killed. 
Selene, the oracle of the 98th class, had been the one to inform the authorities.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Four
 
Dyleth was waiting in her study, perched carefully on the edge of her desk as she thumbed through a book. She said nothing as I entered, her eyes focused on the page in front of her.
Immediately I noted the glass of water that sat all too innocuously next to my mentor. But before a thought could even form in my mind, the glass violently tumbled to the side, the water lurching towards me like a snake in the wind.
On instinct, I thrust my arms forward into a defensive position. The water serpent puffed into clouds of snow, floating gently to the floor.
Dyleth tucked a ribbon into her book and snapped it shut. Her silver eyes, which had no pupils, sparked mirthfully.
“Good,” was all she said as she pushed off her desk. She strode confidently towards me, stopping to bend and drag a finger through the snow on the ground. “Perfect,” she decided. “Though next time, maybe don’t be so slow.”
“Slow?!”
Dyleth, like me, had an affinity for water. Which in and of itself wasn’t altogether shocking.
It was more or less a common affinity. But what wasn’t common was finding that sort of kinship between a mentor and mentee.
Atlas, for example, had been matched with a man named Mako. But while they both inherited their magic from Loux, their abilities were quite different.
I was lucky. Incredibly so. But still, sometimes Dyleth could be a massive pain in the ass.
The mentor in question didn’t appear a day over thirty. Her small figure was full and freckled– her dark skin kissed with patches of white around her eyes, lips, and forearms. She had long lavender hair that was braided away from her face and down her back.
And she was over a hundred years old.
“Clean up the mess, and we can go,” Dyleth instructed, eyes dancing. She turned and slid her book back into its place on her shelf.
 
Outside of the sage’s hall, Dyleth and I made our trek down to the beaches of the Lost Lake. We came here most days, usually to practice drills and study new moves. It wasn’t super cold out just yet, but there was a chilly breeze that drew up from the lake. Dyleth gestured to the waves that broke along the sand, the twisting sage’s marks on her wrists glinting, and turned to face me.
“Your mind is busy today,” She observed. “For what we’re going to do, you’re going to need to learn to silence those thoughts– to stop the waves. Both figuratively,” she gestured again to the water, “and literally.”
“You want me to stop the tide?” I asked, frowning as I looked at the water.
“For now, I want you to clear your mind,” Dyleth replied. “To stop the waves out there, you must first stop the waves in here.” She pointed a finger to her head. “Let’s see if you’ve been practicing the meditation exercises I taught you. Close your eyes and concentrate.”
I hadn’t, but I didn’t dare admit it. “That’s all you want me to do?”.
“For now.”
I frowned. With Dyleth, it was never that simple. But I did as I was told anyway and closed my eyes. I untethered the magic within me, allowing the energy of the water to fill my body. I could feel the pulse of it as it ebbed and flowed, vibrating like a heartbeat. Ebb and flow, ebb and flow.
“Good. Now I want you to try and stop the waves. Focus on being entirely still— both in your mind and in the energy around you. It might feel weird at first, but don’t fight it.”
I sucked in a breath and for a second felt fear, awful fear, at the idea of disrupting such a sacred dance. There was no stopping the water’s push and pull. To even try– I feared I would drown where I stood.
“Clear your mind,” Dyleth murmured. “You’re thinking too much.”
Sucking in a breath, I tried to do as she said. I pushed thoughts of Selene aside. I pushed aside all the what-ifs that had been circling in my brain. The water hummed as I focused on it– ebb and flow, ebb and flow. It was powerful and unyielding.
Cautiously, I reached out with a tendril of energy and gently, oh so gently, touched the water in my mind.
And I was blasted. “Fuck!” I hissed. My entire body rocked with the impact and I threw my arms out, eyes going wide, as I fought to catch myself. Dyleth watched as I stumbled, my right palm splitting open against a sharp rock in the sand.
My mentor merely blinked as I righted myself, brushing sand off on my pants.
“You’re thinking too hard,” she said. “The water is already part of you. Don’t try to grab it or push it or control it. Clear your mind and it will follow.”
I narrowed my eyes and straightened, a swear on the tip of my tongue. I was tempted to tell Dyleth how I really felt about this stupid exercise and her cryptic instructions.
Instead, I tried again to clear my mind, ignoring the trickle of blood that ran down my fingers. Carefully, I focused, and reached out to the lake once more.
Only to be thrown violently backwards.
“How do you expect to conquer the tide when you cannot even conquer whatever is buzzing around in there?”
“The only thing I’m thinking about is how ridiculous this is. I mean, come on! Is it even possible?" I threw my hands up. “Or are you just fucking with me?”
My mentor cocked an eyebrow and tilted her head to the water.
I blanched. The entire lake seemed to have stilled. The waves that had just been crashing across the shore had settled– the edges of the water gentle and unmoving as if they had been that way forever.
“How did you–” I stopped myself, knowing already what Dyleth would say. Clear your mind.
“The mind, Theia. When it comes to magic, your mind is more of a hindrance to you than you realize. You cannot allow it to dictate what you feel– what you can do.”
“Maybe I just can’t do it,” I muttered. “Our magic might be different.”
A crooked grin tugged at Dyleth’s lips. “Always so stubborn.”
“When would I actually need to do this anyway?”
She shook her head. “See? That’s what I’m talking about. You have a will of steel and it serves you well. But you cannot let your thoughts trap you. Try again. I never promised it would be easy.”
As I watched, Dyleth freed the water from her grasp, and it began that rhythm again– ebb and flow, ebb and flow. I exhaled sharply, closing my eyes and channeling my energy towards the water. 
I reached out, focusing my mind, pushing away everything but the water. Ebb and flow. I dipped a mental hand into the rhythm–
And was immediately expelled backwards again, this time crashing into the sand before I could find my balance. Growling, I pushed to my feet and threw my arms out dramatically. “This is stupid.” 
For a moment, Dyleth only stared. Her sharp gaze missed nothing and I could feel my cheeks turning pink.
“Alright. Come,” she said finally, and gestured to a semi-circle of stones that had been arranged around a pile of charred driftwood. She perched onto one gracefully, and motioned for me to do the same. “What’s bothering you?”
I sat down with a huff. “Selene had one of her visions today.” 
“Ah,” Dyleth mused. “And you worry.”
“Mhmm.” I folded my knees in front of me. When Dyleth waited, I continued. “She’s been gone all day, so I know it can’t be good. She was so far gone when she found her. It's just… I worry one day she will follow one of her threads too far.” That she’d get lost in them. Return different, or not at all.
“What do you mean?”
I twisted my hands together. “When she has her visions– she calls them threads. Sometimes when she follows them, she can be gone for so long. I’m worried. We don’t know much about oracles. Her gift has already taken her sight. What if… I don’t know. Something worse happens?”
“I see.” My mentor pursed her lips. “Has she expressed this fear?”
I shook my head. “No.”
“Do you trust her?”
I blinked. “Of course I trust her. I just… I don’t know.”
“Selene’s magic is not terribly unsimilar to your own, you know,” Dyleth said. From the air, she pulled two balls of water, floating them above her palms. On one side, the ball froze, and on the other– it began to boil. “There’s good and bad, yes. There’s hot and cold. There’s light and darkness.” She let the ice and boiling water hover on either side of her. Then she pulled them together, where they steamed and crackled– ultimately dissolving into the air. “See how together they return to the Earth?” She asked. “They are meant to exist together, Theia. You must accept that within you if you seek to stop the waves. Selene must do the same.”
“I get it. The world is nuanced. I know,” I grumbled. I looked down at my now-healed palm, and brushed the blood off on my pants. “That’s not it.”
“You may be their captain, but leading and controlling are two very different things.” Dyleth leaned forward. “There will be struggles. She will struggle. But you must trust her to find her way.”
“I know that. But what if she doesn’t? What then?” Letting Selene lose herself was not an option.
The protectiveness I felt for my sister was decades deep. It was rooted in every doubting look, every snide comment. Fighting for her was instinctual.
And yet— did my worries make me just as bad as the rest of them? All the instructors growing up who had seen Selene said she couldn’t do it— was I the same?
For a stretch of time, Dyleth said nothing. She simply watched me think, her expression neutral. .
“What does it mean to you, being a salvyre?” She finally asked. Her voice was level, calm.
I frowned, pulling a bead of water from the air and carefully swirling it in and around my fingers. The fidgeting helped me think. “It means I fight for my kingdom, my court, alongside my family. Until the end.” What else was there?
She sighed. “That is the idea, isn’t it? That five emerge from the solstice ceremony as babies– ready for a lifetime of training, fighting– defending. The perfect team– free of attachments to mothers and fathers, husbands and wives. Where one bends, all bend. But to be a salvyre, Theia, to be a team, you must first be one.”
Always so cryptic, my mentor was. It was infuriating. “I know that. But as a captain, isn’t it my job to help my sister figure her shit out? To be there for her? I’m our center.”
“I’m saying that you need to give her the space to figure it out on her own, first.”
“You know it’s not that simple.”
“Why does this upset you?” Dyleth asked. Her head cocked to the side as she regarded me. “You were what, ten when High Command picked you as captain? I remember your instructors at that meeting. They all agreed you were a natural leader. That you balance your team well. But you can be so stubborn sometimes. Remember, a good leader–”
“Yes. Delegates. Doesn’t smother. I know. I’m not— can we just talk about something else?” I snapped.
Dyleth sighed. “Fine. Let’s try again with the water.”
I bit back my sharp retort. It would be a big waste of my time, but sure.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Five
 
By the time Dyleth decided we were done for the day, the sun had set in the sky, and my entire body ached. I could feel the moon rising– could feel the pull of it as I gathered my things from Dyleth’s study.
Those under the patronage of Nyra will find that, much like the tide, their gifts are strengthened by the moon, Dyleth had once told me.
All it seemed to do was make me more agitated.
“You look annoyed,” Atlas commented when I met them in the library.
“I’m fine.”
They sighed and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. We walked like that for a moment, saying nothing. Being comfortable in familiar company, finding solace in it.
“Only one more year,” Atlas said finally. “One more year and we’re out, babe. The Southern Forces await.”
“Can’t come soon enough.”
That had always been the dream. Our salvyre would graduate and join the forces along the southern border, among the villages and merchant towns we’d grown to love. The opening for a team was ours if we wanted it, we’d been promised. We were so close.
 
Walking into the brick apartment building, I pulled away from Atlas and stretched. My body was stiff and I couldn’t wait to get out of my leathers and into something comfortable. Atlas pushed open the door to their quarters and I stepped inside.
And quickly froze. Seated at our common room table were Dimitri and Selene, arms interlocked. Neither looked towards the door as we walked inside. Neither spoke. Vas stood off to the side, leaning against the wall silently. He straightened when he saw us, then shook his head.
“Not yet,” he warned quietly.
I nodded. Selene was back, and she was okay. The relief was immense.
Gods, I was suddenly exhausted. A day’s worth of stress and exertion was crashing down on me. The beginning of a headache was forming behind my eyes.
In my room, I slipped out of my leathers. The expensive salvyre uniforms were a simple design, tight-fitting black shirts and pants, with leather straps that fastened across the chest, the forearms, and up the legs. It was lightweight and easy to move and fight in. Easy to strap weapons to.
I’d never met the salvyre of the other courts. But our uniforms were one of the many things we had in common, from the icy peaks of the Silver Court, all the way back down to the desert planes just beyond the Scarlett City. Salvyre uniforms were enchanted to ensure comfort in any weather– hot or cold. Snow or shine.
I unbuckled my weapons’ belt and loosened the drawstrings of my trousers, allowing my sword and dagger to join the clothes in a pile on the stone floor. They clanked, just as there was a soft knock at the door.
I said nothing as Atlas entered. I didn’t even attempt to cover my body, which was nude save for my undergarments. After all, Atlas had grown up by my side and had seen me naked more times than I could count.
My hair was a mess from the number of times I’d been thrown to the ground while training with Dyleth. I stood in front of my mirror and pulled the leather band from my braid, attempting to comb through the knotted strands with my fingers.
They shook.
“Let me,” Atlas murmured. They reached out for the leather band, then gently separated my hair into strands. With practiced precision, they twisted my hair into their trademark braid. The gentle tugging at my scalp was soothing.
Little needed to be said. Growing up, I’d always felt closest to Atlas. Our kinship was easy, comfortable. I knew I could trust them to be on the same page as me, to get where my head was at and why. They were my balance. The kindness to my brashness. The patience to my impulsiveness. It was rare that we didn’t see eye to eye.
Deep down, I understood that Dimitri and Selene had that kind of relationship too. So even though I was dying to demand Selene tell me everything, I forced myself to take a breath. Selene had spoken to someone and she was safe. That was all that mattered.
I got dressed, throwing on a cream sweater that Dimitri had given me for last year’s Winter Solstice celebration. I knew Atlas had helped him pick it out. The damn thing was the coziest thing I owned.
This time when I entered the common area, Selene turned to face me. Her familiar round cheeks and warm eyes were oddly cold, her expression unreadable. It made my stomach clench.
“Hey. Are you alright?” I asked softly. “Do you want to talk?” I leaned against the table next to her, letting a hand fall to her shoulder.
Selene tensed. “I’m sorry if I scared you guys.” She cleared her throat. “Bad vision. But I’m good. I spoke with Elys.”
I dropped my hand. “Are you sure?” I asked, surprised by her dismissal. I searched her face for some sort of answer. “Do you need anything?”
Selene opened her mouth to reply, but before she could–
“Theia, give her some space,” Dimitri interjected.
My eyes flew to his in surprise. They were hard. “I was just–”
“Let it go,” he said.
My lips parted. My brother could be prickly and abrasive. Hands down, he was the grumpiest of our five. But his dismissal caught me so off guard I was speechless.
“Dim,” Vas tried. He glanced between the two of us, lips pressing into a line. “I don’t think–”
Dimitri’s right eye twitched, and I knew he was close to snapping. “She’s had a long day,” he said. “Stop pressing.”
My temper flared. I fixed him with a cool glare. “I’m not pressing. I’m just trying to make sure she’s okay.”
“She just told you—”
“Guys, stop,” Selene jumped in, getting up from her seat. “Gods, I’m fine. I just don’t want to talk about it. Don’t make it a thing.”
I could practically hear Dyleth’s advice in the back of my mind— to trust Selene to do what she had to do. To trust that she could handle herself.
But Dimitri had rubbed me the wrong way, and it left me uneasy. Why didn’t she want to tell me what she saw? Why did she trust Dimitri, but not me?
Selene smiled tightly. “I’m good. It’s been a long day, but Elys talked through everything with me. Everything is fine.” She turned to Dimitri. “Chill, okay? I appreciate the support, but it’s fine. She’s just worried, same as you.”
He only grunted.
"Alright,” I murmured, squeezing her arm. “But I’m here for you if you wanna talk, yeah?”
    “I know.”
    Over her shoulder I gave Dimitri a meaningful look and jerked my chin at the door. We were going to have a chat about his reaction, that was for sure. I half expected him to protest, but he merely gritted his teeth and stood.
Vas and Atlas exchanged a glance, then Atlas rose to follow.
The walk outside was tense. The moon felt heavy, my magic more restless than usual. There was only the sound of our breath and steps, the distant crash of waves against sand. With every stride away from our apartment I grew more taut, flooded by a torrent of frustration, anger, and indignation.
When we reached the courtyard I whirled around, facing my brother with a cocked brow. “What was that?”
He folded his arms across his chest. “You were pushing.”
Atlas reached out instinctively, but I was already dodging them, fire in my eyes. “Don’t.” I warned them.
They frowned.
Dimitri and I always had the worst tempers of our class, with a stubborn streak to match. Out of the five of us, we butted heads the most.
But I was captain. And he would yield.
“What was that?”
My ire stoked his. “She shouldn’t have to keep repeating the story, just because you feel left out!” He growled.
“You’re right.” I threw my arms up. “But you don’t get to decide that for her. She's my sister too, and I’m allowed to check in with her.”
I could see as my words hit him. His face was still pinched with anger, but his eyes softened. “She doesn’t need this,” he huffed.
A hand abruptly found its way onto both of our shoulders, already glowing. I tried to pull away, but it was too late. Atlas moved to stand between us as a familiar calm flowed through my body.
“Tearing each other’s heads off is not going to accomplish anything,” Atlas murmured. “As entertaining as it would be. Now, use your words. Why are you so pissy, Dim?”
Dimitri grunted. He turned and rubbed at his neck, shoulders tight. “I got home first and she was already there. She wouldn’t even talk to me, she was so freaked. I’ve never seen her like that.”
He was worried. We all were. I softened.
“She wouldn’t tell you what she saw?” Atlas asked.
Dimitri shook his head.
Atlas and I exchanged a glance. I could see my worry mirrored in their eyes.
“If she’s not talking about it, she has her reasons,” I supplied finally. “And she spoke to someone, at least. Elys will handle it.”
Dimitri looked unconvinced, and for a moment, vulnerable. “Right.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Six
 
Atlas and Selene stood in front of my vanity, Atlas applying Selene’s lipstick with a careful hand. I watched them contentedly, pleased that after such a long two weeks, we could finally go out and have some fun together.
Selene wore a loose lilac dress that was cinched at her slim waist. The sleeves were free and flowy and, coupled with her short hair and rouge lips, she looked positively ethereal.
Beside her, Atlas radiated nothing less than pure sensuality. They wore leather pants that accentuated the muscular length of their legs, leaving little to the imagination as the material pulled taught at the apex of their thighs. A sleek, simple black shirt fit flush against their figure, tucked in and unbuttoned, leaving a daring amount of skin exposed. The coal liner they’d used brought out the wicked bits of gold that shone in their dark irises.
I had opted for something simple. I wore a pair of dark brown trousers that flattered my figure well, but were still loose enough to be comfortable. I'd paired them with a soft black cotton shirt that covered me modestly, but clung to my body like a second skin. Atlas had helped with my hair, pulling the top layer back into an intricate braid that they made look effortless.
“We look really fucking good,” Atlas commented at our reflection, setting down the lipstick.
Selene laughed. “You’re sure the lip color is okay? It doesn’t clash with the dress?”
As if she could ever look bad. “You look stunning,” I assured her.
At my sister’s answering smile, I reached out and hugged her around the waist.
“Hey, what about us?” Vas called. Dimitri’s response was muffled, and then there was a low crash.
“I can’t with them,” Atlas sighed as we filed into the common room. Vas quickly sat up, releasing Dimitri from a headlock and holding his hands up innocently. I cocked a brow.
“What?”
They did look good, I had to admit. Arderiah’s 98th class knew how to clean up.
“No fighting each other tonight. Got it?” I grabbed my boots and began lacing them up, tucking a dagger into one as I stood. “Zak is going to ban us if you keep breaking shit.”
“As if he’d ever ban you,” Atlas snorted. They whistled as Vas turned in a circle, wiggling his hips.
Our brother wore dark pants and a white shirt, which pulled tight across his wide chest. He looked like if he so much as sneezed, the shirt would burst at the seams.
“Damnnnn, Vasileios!” Atlas smacked his bicep playfully. “Are you sure that shirt isn’t mine? Looks a little… tight on you.”
"You're one to talk!" Vas laughed. "Your pants look like they could fit Selene."
 
The village was a thirty minute’s walk from Arderiah. It was a cool September evening, but I could feel the day’s heat coming up from the gravel as we walked. I could feel the water in the air, always humming in sync with the magic deep within me.
Oren’s Tavern was a bit more crowded than usual. Perhaps the merchants, feeling the shift in weather, had already begun to make their way east.
“Theia, look at you,” Zak greeted boisterously, raking a heady look up and down my figure as I approached the bar. He barely gave Vas, who’d volunteered to help me get drinks, a glance.
“Never gonna happen Zak,” I reminded him.
“Can’t blame me for being interested,” Zak replied with a defensive smirk. “The usual?”
“I can, and I will.” I glanced at my brother. “Yes, please. And two shots of whiskey.”
Vas’ brows lifted, but a devious smile stretched his lips.
As soon as Zak put the shots on the counter, I grabbed one. “Come on,” I instructed.
My brother didn’t need to be told twice. We clinked cups and tossed them back.
“Damn,” Zak whistled. “Long week?”
I merely shrugged, then passed him the money and stood, shaking my head as he moved to pass back my change. The warmth was already spreading through me, already easing some of the pressure I'd been carrying on my shoulders.
Atlas squealed as we returned, bouncing as I passed them their wine. “Theia, you are my favorite person right now.”
Dimitri snorted and reached for his ale. He kept his right arm tossed casually around Selene’s shoulders.
“Oh! I do have an interesting bit of gossip,” Atlas exclaimed. Their nose crinkled as they took a sip from their cup, and they looked at me expectantly. “My wine is too warm.”
I rolled my eyes, then touched the glass lightly, feeling the energy flow beneath my fingertips. When the glass felt frosty I let go, and Atlas nodded their approval.
Without needing to be asked, I touched Selene’s glass as well, knowing she also preferred her wine chilled. There was a tightness in her eyes, one that had lingered there since her vision, but she smiled at me softly.
“Thanks.”
“You guys are such divas,” Vas teased. But he leaned forward. “Now come on. Don’t leave me hanging. What’s the gossip?”
Atlas snorted. “We’re the divas? You live for drama.”
Vas made a noise, but didn’t disagree.
“Okay, okay.” Atlas waved their hands as they spoke. “So Mako was telling me that a few of the younger classes noticed some of their salvyre leathers have been going missing. Like, the year below us and the year below them.”
“I heard about that,” Vas said. “That blonde— the one with the wind magic— she was complaining about it in training the other day. They only have one set until the new shipment arrives next week.”
“That blonde?” I smirked. “You’re talking about Leona?”
Vas grinned. “The one and only.”
“And it was ‘in training’ that she told you this?” Dimitri cocked a brow.
“Vasileios!” Atlas gasped. “Am I the only one who doesn’t know what they’re talking about?”
Vas rolled his eyes, but a light pink stained his cheeks. Atlas squealed as if that answered any and all questions.
“It’s nothing serious,” Vas insisted. “You guys are so nosy. We’re just messing around.”
“Us? You’re literally the nosiest person I know,” Dimitri snickered.
Vas pouted. “Why do I get bullied for messing around, but not Atlas or Theia?”
Selene, who had been quiet, leaned forward and took my hand. “They get bullied an equal amount and you know it. Now, is Leona aware you’re just ‘messing around’?”
Vas’ blush deepened.
Relationships weren’t banned among salvyre. Not exactly. But there was the expectation that Ezuria would always come first. That our loyalty would always be first and foremost to our kingdom.
Sure, some salvyre dated. Kept a fling going for years, even. But they’d never marry. Never settle down. It just wasn’t something salvyre did.
“For your information,” Vas grumbled, glancing around. “she was the one who insisted on no strings attached. Do we really have to talk about this here?”
“Keeping secrets from your salvyre is mean.” Atlas pointed at him. “I expect details later, Vasileios.”
Vas groaned.
“Wait, wait,” Dimitri said, “what happened to the leathers? Did you find out?”
“Right! Well, no. But Mako and I were chatting about it and it appears High Command might get involved.”
“Really!?” My lips parted in surprise. “Do they have nothing better to do?”
Each court had a High Command– a large employment of salvyre and fancy politicians that oversaw the military. The Red Court’s were stationed at Burnwick, Lord Ashridge’s estate, and reported directly to him. Lord Ashridge, a relic shifter known for his silver claws, reported in turn to the King.
The High Command of the Red Court kept their attention divided into three places: the Vaulyrian border, the desert rebels, and the Scarlett City. The only time they really made an appearance elsewhere was during selection and graduation.
Coming to Arderiah for a uniform prank? That was gossip.
“I mean, it makes sense for them to look into it. It’s a security risk,” Dimitri pointed out.
Selene made a face. “The odds of a Vaulyrian or rebel managing to sneak into Arderiah are pretty low.”
“But not impossible,” he said.
Her lips pursed into a thin line, but she nodded.
“I mean, the year above us would pull a stunt like this. They’re so fucking annoying,” Vas grumbled.
I frowned. “Seems a bit risky to piss off High Command right before the exam.”
“Obviously, but do you think they’re considering that?” Vas shook his head. “I swear they can be dumb as bricks.”
“That’s kind of what Mako was implying,” Atlas agreed. “Really an uncreative prank if you ask me.”
Suddenly sensing the weight of eyes on my back, I glanced up and over my shoulder. From across the room, Clea met my gaze. She was seated at a high rise a few tables down, with a group of men her age. Her hair was pulled back into a neat bun, the lines of her face smooth and warm in the tavern’s light.
Watching me watch her, a small smile tugged at her lips. She motioned casually to the bar.
I turned back at my salvyre, my cheeks staining a light pink. It appeared none of them noticed, too caught up in Atlas’ gossip. In my peripherals I watched Clea make her way to Zak.
Vas nudged me, then cocked his head to the side and grinned. He gave an imperceptible shrug and mouthed, “go say hi.”
I flushed a little more, but that was all the encouragement I needed. I downed the rest of my ale and stood. “I’m going to get another.”
“Sit down babe,” Atlas waved at me. “I’ll go. I owe you a round.”
Dimitri smacked them lightly behind the head, giving a pointed look in Clea’s direction.
“What!? Oh. Gods, no one tells me anything!”
“You’re just oblivious,” Dimitri murmured, earning a nudge in the ribs. “Ow!”
“Just go Theia,” Vas teased, shredding any last hope I might’ve had of being discreet.
“You guys are insufferable,” I announced, earning a snicker as I pushed my chair in. “Selene, I’m counting on you to keep them out of trouble.”
I grinned at her, and then stilled. Her head had tilted to the side, her expression blank.
“You okay?” I asked, a chill spreading down my spine. A laugh behind me drowned my voice out.
Dimitri’s brows tugged together. He nudged her. “Selene?”
She startled, then smiled tightly. “Sorry, zoned out. My bad. I’m good.”
“You sure? We can go back if you want.”
“No!” She waved dismissively. “Go. I’ll keep them in line. It’ll be fine.”
 
The bar area was crowded, and I had to push past people to get to the counter. Already, I was sweating– suffocated by the mix of stale air and alcohol. I swiped a hand across my forehead, hoping I didn’t look like a mess.
Zak didn’t seem to think so. He gave me an exaggerated wink as I sat down next to Clea, whisking away my empty glass to refill it.
She smiled as I sat, revealing a row of straight white teeth. There was a light tinge to her cheeks— evidence that she, too, was feeling the effect of ale.
“I was hoping to see you here tonight,” she said huskily.  Her eyes raked down my body as she spoke, and when our eyes met again, I couldn’t help but smirk.
“You use that line on Atlas too?”
Clea’s eyes widened comically, smile vanishing. Zak chose that moment to pass over a fresh glass of ale. He grinned as he caught on to the conversation, shaking his head in mock disappointment. “Someone got caught?”
“I didn’t-“ Clea stammered. “I-"
“It’s okay.” I held up a hand to stop her. “I’m just messing with you.”
But Clea didn’t look convinced. Her full lips were still slightly ajar.
“She has a thing for sexy, emotionally unavailable salvyre,” Zak butted in, shaking his head sadly. His eyes twinkled as he glanced between us. “I suppose I can’t blame her.”
“Goodbye Zak,” Clea hissed at him.
He winked and turned back to another customer.
“I wanted to tell you— but things escalated kind of fast. And what Atlas and I had was just one time. Meant nothing,” Clea explained hurriedly. She fidgeted nervously with her cup. “I realize it's kinda shitty of me–”
I held up a hand. “It’s okay. I know,” I told her. “Really. Shit happens. It doesn’t bother me.”
She blinked. “Are you sure?”
“Positive.” I took a swig of ale, letting the bitter flavor sit on my tongue. Clea watched me expectantly, as if I would get up and leave at any second. I frowned. “You know who we are though." For some, a casual hookup at a bar could become more. Could even be expected. But I had bigger commitments already. I was leaving for the Southern Forces next year. I would not –could not– get attached to anyone. “You and I can’t mean anything either.”
“I know. I get it.”
The woman’s reply was quick. Too quick. I paused and cocked my head to the side, taking a moment to really look at her.
She didn’t get it. Not really. She couldn’t, not without experiencing the salvyre life firsthand. And I almost, for a split second, envied her. Perhaps a tiny, minuscule part of me liked the idea of living a simple life. Of settling down and doing the whole domestic thing.
Or perhaps it was just the ale.
Unable to help myself, I glanced down, appreciating the way the muscles in the woman’s forearm flexed as she moved. Her clothes were clean and unwrinkled, her shirt sleeves neatly rolled up to her elbows, revealing toned, tattooed skin. Clea took care in her appearance. But I still spotted evidence of the life of field labor in the calluses on her palms, in the way the sun kissed the bridge of her nose and cheeks.
I took a sip of my ale and let my hand wander, tracing the muscles I’d just been admiring.
Clea’s eyes darkened. “As cliche as it sounds, I couldn’t get you out of my head after last time,” she murmured. She reached up to thumb a strand of hair that had escaped my braid. The icy white of it stood out starkly against her tan fingers.
“Is that so?” I continued to trace Clea’s arm, wandering up to her bicep. The muscle hardened deliciously under my touch.
“Fuck yes,” Clea exhaled. “Gods, you’re beautiful.”
I hummed in response. There was a warmth spreading through me, dulling the chatter around us. I leaned in slowly, watching her cheeks pinken, feeling emboldened when Clea threaded her fingers into my hair and pressed closer. With a lazy smile, I tilted my chin up and kissed her.
And gods. Her mouth was soft and warm. Sweet, like ice cakes. Her lips parted eagerly against mine, and she moved to deepen the kiss.
How easy it would be to get lost in her. If I were a few more drinks in, I would’ve– right there and then. But I could feel the weight of stares on us, and I wasn’t in the mood to give a show. So gently, I wrapped my fingers around the base of the woman’s throat, and pushed her away. “Finish your drink so we can go,” I commanded.
Clea’s eyes widened and then narrowed, twinkling at the challenge. As if in defiance she leaned in again, kissing me quickly once more. With a pleased smirk she pulled back, and reached for her drink.
The rest of my ale went down easy. Heat spread through my limbs as the liquor settled in my stomach, leaving me flush with excitement. If there were still stares on us, I was finding I no longer cared as much– as long as I got to kiss Clea again.
My heartbeat thudded in my ears as Clea pushed her coins to Zak, as I watched her then chug the rest of her ale, a drop sliding past her lips and down her neck. I wanted nothing more than to lick it from her skin. But Clea was already slamming her cup down, already grabbing my hand and pulling me into her side, pushing past a couple patrons to get to the side exit.
I actively avoided the looks I knew my salvyre were sending my way. I could practically feel Atlas bubbling with excitement. With Clea’s hand now holding on to my hip, pulling us from the tavern out into the alleyway, they’d have no doubt what we were up to.
The night air was crisp. The alleyway was shadowed and empty, and instinctively, I took in the corners and the distance to the main road. The salvyre inside me– even drunk– made mental note of them as Clea reached out and to kiss me again. Our lips collided together roughly this time– neither backing down as we pulled closer– tighter, skin pressing against skin. Gods, and her taste– ale and sweetness– drove me mad.
Easily, I maneuvered us to the wall of the tavern, not once letting my mouth leave Clea’s as I pushed her into the wood siding. The woman made a sound of pleasure as I pressed my body against hers, and when I dragged my tongue across her lower lip, Clea parted her mouth eagerly.
There was no more softness as we pulled each other tighter, our tongues warring for dominance. A hand weaved its way into my hair, tugging just hard enough to elicit a low groan from my lips. I found myself gripping Clea’s hard shoulders, kissing her fiercely as another hand made its way south to cup my backside.
Gods, I needed more. I shifted so I could slide a leg between Clea’s, then hummed into her mouth in satisfaction. Clea was taller, but just barely, and I could feel her tremble as I pressed my thigh firmly into where I knew the woman wanted me most.
My lips curled up in amusement.
“Fuck,” Clea swore, breaking away for air. She began leaving a messy trail of kisses down my neck.
I tilted my head to give the other woman better access, groaning when Clea rolled our hips together. Positioned as we were, our legs acted as a delicious sort of friction, and we gasped in unison.
And then I was stumbling out of Clea’s embrace, my balance lost, searing pain flashing through my skull. Clea reached for me, the confusion in her eyes quickly shifting to alarm.
“Theia!”
“What the-”
Black spots danced through my vision as I whirled around, just in time to dodge a fist coming straight towards my face. We were being attacked, I realized through the rush of adrenaline. I’d been struck.
Instinct took over. My magic hummed in my veins as I pulled moisture from the air and hardened it into a blade of ice. I flung it towards the attacker, piercing him through the shoulder and causing him to cry out as he fell backwards.
Without a pause, I pulled from the air again, coiling the water up and around my arms like long gloves, then coating my fists and hardening them into two long icy points.
While the man stumbled back, roaring in pain, I did a quick scan of the alleyway. He wasn’t alone. Another man had gone for Clea, and she was struggling with him, blood already dripping from a split along her jaw. I leapt forward to help her, but then two more men were charging in my direction, violence in the set of their shoulders. All of them wore black cloaks, with hoods pulled up and over their heads. They covered the lower halves of their faces in red kerchiefs, leaving only their eyes visible.
This was no simple mugging, I realized.
These were rebels.
It was then that I saw the blades peeking out from their long sleeves. The two men advancing on me carried sister daggers in each hand, polished steel that curved and twisted sinisterly. They sized me up warily as they approached, taking in the giant swords of ice that sheathed my arms, ready to slice them apart.
That’s right, I thought. I narrowed my eyes and waited. They’d caught me off guard, but now I was alert. Angry. And I was a fucking weapon.
I was a salvyre.
If they heard their companion on the ground bleeding out, they made no indication of it. They practically stepped over him as they charged, the shorter man dipping low, the taller man soaring high. Their daggers seemed to come at me from every angle.
I mentally thanked Elys as my body flowed through the movements naturally, the years of training guiding me effortlessly. I blocked and countered every move, water crystals and shavings flying with each clash of steel and ice. When the smaller man swiped at my side and missed, he stumbled forward and created a clean opening. I swung a leg out, sending with it a small burst of fresh water, letting it fan over him like a blanket before freezing it, trapping his arms and legs in thin collars of ice. He cried out as it bit into him.
“No!” Clea screamed.
A sharp flash of pain seared across my bicep. I jerked out of the way before it could slice deeper, swinging hard and plunging my fist into the attacker’s stomach. A screech of pain tore through him and our eyes met, his bulging and wide.
I couldn’t look away– not as I tore violently through him, my makeshift weapon spearing him through like ice cakes on a stick. There were others around me, still coming for me and Clea– but all I could hear was the man as his cries transformed into something sick and gurgling.
Somewhere, Clea screamed again. But still, I found I couldn’t look away— couldn’t tear my eyes from the man’s as blood vessels burst and stained the whites around his pupils. He coughed and warm liquid splattered my face, and in seconds that felt like minutes— like hours— his eyelids drooped and went blank. His body became limp, and when I ripped my arm free, he fell awkwardly to the ground in a sickening heap of unnatural angles.
Something hot and bright flashed in my peripherals, jolting me from my reverie. Time sped up again— too fast, too loud, and too real. I spun towards the light, poised like a cat ready to strike– ice swords raised and deadly. My right one was stained red— a deep, dark sort of red that only lifeblood could produce.
Around me, the rebels were in all sorts of disarray. Slumped to the ground and against the walls. And gods, there was blood everywhere. I felt it seeping into my skin— into my bones. Distantly, my bicep stung, as if to remind me that some of it was mine.
“Theia!” Clea called again, her voice cracking.
Every beat of my heart felt like a drum in my ears. I looked up from the disarmed rebels on the ground, finally realizing where the flash had come from.
Several yards away, Clea stood. There was someone behind her, but with the way they were positioned, their face was hidden by shadows.
My mouth went dry.
In their hand— the rebel held a blade of conjured fire, and it was pointed directly at Clea’s face.
Gods.
Clea was frightened— that much was clear. Blood was smeared across her temple, or perhaps it was a cut, and her eyes were wide and glassy. The slash on her jaw was seeping, dripping down past her chin and neck, staining her shirt.
In that moment— I felt more terror than I had ever felt in my entire life. Every test, every fucking trial and challenge was nothing in comparison. This wasn’t just about proving myself. This was Clea’s life.
I’d have to use my words, something I’d never been overly good at. And if I fucked it up?
I swallowed roughly. That wasn’t an option.
“Our money is yours,” I said slowly, my voice a hoarse plea. “Just let her go.”
“Please,” Clea tried, but her words cut off as the arm around her throat pulled tighter.
Instinctively, I stepped closer. The ground cracked under my boots.
“Come with us, salvyre, and we will,” a man said, cutting through the air with command and authority. My attention was pulled to the front of the alleyway, where another rebel stood with three others flanking him, all armed to the teeth. They were dressed the same as the first round of attackers, their faces concealed by red fabric. 
Definitely desert rebels, I confirmed, with a flash of panic. An attack so close to Arderiah? It was bold. Unprecedented.
They wanted me to come with them.
The realization was like being doused with a bucket of cold water. They wanted to take me. To kidnap a salvyre right outside the academy.
This was planned. All of it. It had been a trap, and I had fallen directly into it. What did they want– money? To ransom me off?
Or was it something more sinister? Perhaps they wished to make a statement of me. To string me up for all to see.
I licked my dry lips. “Let her go first. Then I will come with you.” I did not lower my arms, did not let the ice melt away. 
The man cocked his head to the side. I could sense he did not take kindly to my order. But after a beat, he conceded. “Drop your weapons first,” he directed. “The ice.”
“Fine.” I met the leader’s gaze and did not look away, even as the weight of his followers’ stares bore holes in my head. I slowly got down on one knee. If I could take him out– it might be enough to make a distraction. It might give me enough time to take down the man behind Clea.
I carefully melted the ice away, taking care to melt the back of my arms first so I could sneakily reach into my boot for my dagger. I slid it up into my sleeve, and then melted the rest, making my movements as inconspicuous as possible. Water pooled around me, mixing with the dry dirt and blood. It soaked into the fabric of my pants. 
“Stand up,” the leader commanded.
I rose to my feet and jerked my chin in Clea’s direction. “And her?”
“I didn’t forget.” The cool amusement in his voice caused something inside me to twist.
We would get us out of this, I told myself.
I would sooner fight to the death than let them take me.
The blade of fire pulled away from Clea’s throat, and I sighed mentally in relief. I kept my eyes locked on the man as Clea was shoved roughly to the ground. To her credit, the woman got to her feet steadily.
“She doesn’t leave until you come with us,” the leader reiterated. As he spoke a wall of flames roared to life around us, blocking the door to the tavern.
“You can’t go with them,” Clea whispered, grabbing my arm as she stumbled into me.
The heat was intense as it beat into us, but I refused to be cowed.
“As soon as you see an opening— run. Get Atlas.”
The fingers around my arm tightened.
“Theodora,” the man called.
My blood went cold. He knew my name.
He must have sensed my alarm, because he continued, “My generosity is limited. Wait much longer and your friend will not—“
I seized the moment, whipping my wrist fast and letting the dagger fly out with the speed and deadly precision I’d spent years training to attain. I might not be as precise as Atlas, but I didn’t miss.
Without pausing I ripped my arm free of Clea’s grasp and shoved her aside, just as a flash of fire shot in our direction. I blocked it in a wave of hissing steam, and pulled back the water from the ground, thrusting it towards the wall of flames behind us. It tore an opening large enough for a person to fit through. “Go!” I shouted at Clea.
Clea didn’t hesitate, launching to her feet and sprinting towards the opening. If she could just get to Atlas— whatever these men wanted wouldn’t matter. My salvyre could take them down in a second, even intoxicated. A level of relief settled over me as I watched Clea dive through the space in the flames, nearly tearing the door to the tavern off its hinges in her haste. 
But then the flames roared, and my view of Clea was gone— the wall of fire restored.
Something whizzed at me, and in my distraction, I didn’t jump away in time. I hissed as a dagger dug deep into my shoulder, biting into muscle and sinew. “Fuck,” I growled as the rebels charged, blades drawn.
I grabbed the dagger and wrenched it from where it jutted out, noting the familiar weight and length. With a start, I realized it was mine, the one I’d just thrown.
The rebel’s leader was still standing in the same spot, looking entirely unruffled. He stood tall, visible through the shoulders of his approaching henchmen. Above the glint of steel and firelight, I met his cold, dark eyes.
My salvyre would not reach me in time, I knew then.
But he would not take me, I swore to myself. Not alive. I pulled every bit of moisture I could from the air and launched it in a wave at the swordsman on the right, freezing it midair and trapping his arms and legs in their outreached position. Twisting, I just barely blocked the other swordsman’s strike with my dagger, darkened and slick with my blood. The fire around me roared as I parried again and again, feeling the space getting tighter and tighter— hotter and hotter.
Abruptly, an arm wrapped around my throat and I was yanked backwards against the second swordsman’s body. The fire mage must’ve freed him from my ice, I realized in a flare of panic. I twisted against the rebel, desperate, but before I could turn my dagger on him it was knocked from my hand and sent clattering into the dirt.
The arm around my throat pulled tighter, and spots clouded my vision. And gods, it was hot. Another arm wrapped tightly around my waist, holding me in place.
“Stupid bitch,” a gravelly voice rasped.
I struggled against the rebel, trying to escape him just as I’d practiced over and over in my years and years of combat training. But his footing and grip did not waver. I hissed in pain when he adjusted so his arm dug into my wounded shoulder. My body was giving up– folding under my weight, under exhaustion.
No, I thought, fighting the dizziness. I would not be taken.
No. I just had to hold off a little longer. Clea was safe. She would find Atlas.
But my legs trembled beneath me, and I couldn’t get a single breath in. My body was so far away.
The grip around my throat tightened, and then there was only darkness.
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Seven
 
There was something wet seeping down and into my ear. It tickled just enough to jolt me awake, my body rocking forward awkwardly. The sudden motion caused my head to spin and I groaned, biting back nausea.
Then I stilled. It was silent. No wind– no crash of waves in the distance. The air was wet and stagnant in my lungs as I sucked in sharp, painful breaths, my chest rising and falling laboriously.
When I finally opened my heavy eyelids, the first thing I noticed was that it was dark. Shadowed figures blurred around me and at my stirring they murmured, the sound a soft hum. One of them lifted a lantern, the light searing my eyes.
I started to lift my hands to block the rays, but stopped short when I realized they were weighed down by something heavy and binding.
Chains. The fog in my mind rapidly began to clear.
The rebels.
I swore under my breath and took inventory of my body. While I’d been out they'd shackled my hands, fastening them to a chain that wrapped around my middle. My ankles were in cuffs that connected to the wall, leaving enough slack that I could probably stand and walk to the edge of whatever cell they had me in, but no further.
I shivered at the sudden chill slithering down my spine. My captors were taking no chances.
Wherever they’d brought me, it was musty, damp, and cool. Definitely underground. There were no windows. The only source of light came from a lantern just beyond the metal bars I was behind, and it cast long, heavy shadows in front of me. As I squinted, they took form.
Three men. There were only three men outside my cell, speaking in soft whispers. Easy. I licked my dry lips and flexed my fingers, willing the moist air to harden into daggers of ice.
Except, nothing happened. It was like my magic hit a wall inside me. My body buzzed, almost painfully, as it struggled for purchase. But it was as if a limb had been severed. I could not reach the water.
“What?” I whispered. I grasped at the air again, brow furrowing in concentration.
Nothing.
I shifted, my chains clanging together loudly. At the sound the murmuring seemed to come to a crescendo, and just as violently as I’d awakened, the room fell silent. The pause was pregnant with intent.
Finally, the man in the middle took a casual step forward. “The chains are charmed,” he said coolly.
Instinctively, my eyes locked on him. He stood tall and spoke slowly. Controlled. Even with the throbbing in my head, the beating of my heart in my ears, he commanded my full attention.
The rebel from the alley. He was the one who’d commanded the others.
“Your magic will not work while you wear them.”
My heart skipped a beat. I stayed quiet for a moment, then forced myself to look away. My cell was empty, save for a pile of rags and a waste bucket. Fear sat in the pit of my stomach, but I pushed it down. I was alive. I would get out of here.
I let that drive distract me from the anxiety– from the pain that was suddenly returning to my body in full force. My head— my shoulder— I gritted my teeth and sucked in a breath. And gods– that hurt too. 
“I suppose then,” I rasped, glancing down at my bindings, “I'll just have to find a way to remove them.”
The man laughed, and the sound was so vile, so venomous, that goosebumps prickled up my arms. “Go ahead and try.”
How had I gotten here? My head throbbed mercilessly as I fought to remember the details. I’d been speaking to Clea— or rather, not speaking to Clea, but kissing her heatedly against a wall in the alleyway. I’d been too preoccupied to notice the men who approached, who had used the butt of their sword against the back of my head. I swallowed past the ache. Gods, my throat was dry.
“Why am I here?”
Was I supposed to be some sort of bargaining tool for them? I cursed mentally. Elys was going to kill me for this.
The man didn’t answer my question. Instead he cocked his head to the side, studying me. I attempted to do the same, but the lighting from the lantern was too poor, and all I could see was his silhouette. It wouldn’t have mattered though, I surmised. If they’d covered their faces in the alley, I doubted they would reveal their identity to me now.
That was good, right?
The leader stepped forward, then jerked his chin at the door of the cell. The man at his side silently unlocked it for him and held it open.
I fought to keep my face neutral as he stepped through. I didn’t bother trying to get to my feet. My entire body ached, and if I tried to move, I knew that much would be made clear. No, I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.
“You killed one of my soldiers,” he said. And there was an eerie calmness to his tone.
“Did I?” The image of a man’s eyes, bloodshot and bulging out as I tore through him, flashed through my mind.
He laughed again. “Oh, little salvyre,” he purred cruelly. “Breaking you will be a delight.” He turned to the man to his left and nodded. “Find out what I want to know.”
“Yes sir.”
But I barely heard them. Break me? These rebels were insane. They could try.
The leader and the man at his right departed, taking the lantern with them as they exited. They passed through a door beyond the bars of my cell. It closed with a cool click, followed by the sound of heavy footsteps on stairs. And then darkness— absolute and entire, overtook the prison. I could hear only my breathing— short and fast. I could feel the dried blood in my ear, the tightness in my shoulder, the pounding in my head.
I knew one man had remained. But it was so dark, so quiet, that I couldn’t make him out. It’s all a tactic, I reminded myself. They were just trying to unnerve me.
Then I heard his steps. Soft at first, then louder. With creeping awareness, I knew he was in the cell with me. There was a soft intake of breath, and my skin prickled.
A flash of light filled the room as a ball of fire appeared, and I could see it hovered directly above a callused– yet slender, palm. Less than a foot away. My lips parted, and I felt a tug in my chest, as if some instinct was trying to drive me forward.
It was a woman, I realized with a start. The rebel from the alley– the one the leader had ordered to interrogate me— was a woman, not a man. Gods, she was tall. Big. The woman squatted down and even then, she loomed over me.
Honey-colored eyes, framed by a thick set of lashes, met mine. They were guarded, unreadable. Flames flickered in them. The rest of her face was shrouded by a red kerchief.
“Who are you?” I could feel the woman’s power humming in the air around us– powerful and heady. She had to be a relic– an older magic user born before the age of salvyre. In the light of day, I had no doubt that I’d see the relic tattoo crawling up along her neck.
The rebel tilted her head to the side, and the flames in her palm briefly flashed blue. At the shift in light I noticed the woman had a scar that cut through her right eyebrow, a sliver of skin a shade lighter than the rest.
It was nearly indistinguishable, but in the firelight it seemed to glint, a defiant wink to its maker.
“Tell me about the oracle,” the woman murmured.
My brows knitted together. The oracle? And then my blood chilled. Selene.
“The small one. Red hair,” the rebel confirmed. She shifted her weight, those imposing gold eyes never once looking away. Her voice was low– husky and warm. It contrasted starkly with the cool air of the damp basement, of the ominous silence of the world around us.
I licked my dry lips. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
For another moment, the rebel woman was quiet. Seconds, perhaps minutes, stretched between us. I wondered idly what the woman was thinking– what she would do next.
The shackles were beginning to feel far too heavy on my wrists.
Finally, the rebel reached her hand up to my shoulder and lightly thumbed the tender spot the dagger had pierced. A low swear escaped me as the wound throbbed, and a shock shot through me.
“The chains slow your healing too. Nasty stab here. Does it hurt?” That husky voice taunted.
I groaned in answer as the rebel pressed harder.
“You’re their captain,” the rebel continued. She spoke as if she knew me, as if she had no doubt. “If anyone knows anything, it’s you.”
“I don’t know an oracle,” I snapped, straightening. “You’re wrong.” But fear was creeping through me again. My place among my salvyre was no secret, but how did this woman know? How much did she know?
“Mmm,” the rebel hummed. With a flick of her fingers the flames swirled, and then distorted. They took on new shapes, familiar forms. As I watched, the flames became a portrait– a glimpse into a scene. Suddenly I was watching myself, watching me and Selene, seated together at Oren’s Tavern. My sharp intake of breath betrayed my surprise.
She’d been inside, I realized. She’d been watching us. 
“Is that supposed to mean something to me?” I snapped. Who was this woman, who possessed such powerful, honed magic? Even I, possessing her mirror affinity, had not mastered such tricks.
The flames snapped back into their natural form. I looked up again, and the rebel’s unreadable honey eyes met mine and held. They were unyielding.
Then she made a fist and the flames went out. The room became dark again.
“Think it over,” the husky voice murmured. “Tomorrow, you’ll tell me what I need to know. One way or another.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Eight
 
The night was brutal. The ground was cold and hard, and there was no getting comfortable. The chains were heavy and my body fucking hurt. Seconds stretched into minutes, into hours. Sleep never came.
As a salvyre, my body was stronger, durable, and less inclined to tire. Even a broken bone couldn’t keep me sidelined for long. It usually repaired itself in a matter of hours.
And yet— I didn’t heal. My shoulder continued to throb like it had just been stabbed, and my head felt like I’d let a horse trample it. Worse yet– I still could not fully sense the water in the air, could not will it to do my bidding. It was wrong, unnatural.
Fuck these enchanted chains.
Just as I had finally started to drift off, I was jolted awake by the sound of footsteps. Groggily I looked to the entrance of the cell. There was a flash of fire as someone entered with a torch.
“Sleep well?”
I licked my dry lips, but didn’t answer.
It was the same woman from the night before. She stepped through the shadows, a ball of fire in her palm. Not a torch.
“I’ll get out of here.” I shifted and the chains clanged. “And then you’re all fucked.”
“I’m terrified.” The woman curled her fingers and flicked them out again, the ball of fire exploding around us. I flinched without meaning to, but the flames merely found their way to the corners of the cell, where they lit torches I hadn’t noticed before.
I blinked at the sudden light.
“The oracle,” the woman said simply, in that low, husky voice of hers.  She pulled a chair from somewhere behind her and placed it backwards a few feet away. With unrushed grace, she folded herself into it, her long legs straddling the back.
I rolled my shoulders —Gods they were stiff– and cocked a brow. “You know, I thought hard about our conversation yesterday, and something occurred to me. You’re educated.”
There was a familiar lilt to her smoky voice— nearly imperceptible, but there. She spoke like a woman who grew up reading, who had been taught to speak so her words were strong and clear.
“The oracle,” she merely repeated.
This was all strategy, I reminded myself. I’d studied this in Arderiah. I’d spent an entire year learning about different interrogation tactics and another three learning how to resist and outsmart them. I could hold my own. And if this rebel thought I’d spill secrets against the kingdom, about my sister no less, she had another thing coming.
I let my gaze rake over her pointedly, feigning boredom.
The woman was not unattractive, I realized. In fact, there was something magnetic about her. It was hard to look away. Perhaps it was just that she was my type: strong, bold, powerful. A woman who carried herself with confidence.
Or perhaps I’d just been hit in the head harder than I’d thought.
Today the rebel wore no hood, only a red cloth over her nose and mouth. Her dark hair was chopped close to her scalp, making what was visible of her face appear sharper, harsher. Her warm brown skin was on display in the sleeveless tunic she wore. The exposed flesh of her thick, muscled arms was covered in tattoos.
When I met the rebel’s gaze again, the honey in her eyes was molten. Not angry, per se, but something akin to it. Fierce enough that my heart began to beat faster in my chest.
She didn’t look much older than me, but that meant very little. As a relic, her magic would affect her the same way it did the salvyre and sages. She could be decades older than she appeared, and without outright asking, I couldn’t know.
“I will get my answers, you must know that,” the rebel continued dryly, cocking a brow. “I’d rather not have to hurt you.”
Her calmness was infuriating. She spoke as if my giving in was inevitable. As if whatever torture she had planned was insurmountable.
Unfortunately for her, I was perhaps the most stubborn and proud captain Arderiah had ever seen.
“They will not find you,” the rebel said, pointedly eying my wrists. “The chains– even your oracle will not be able to see past them.” She paused. “You’re here until we have what we want. So tell me what I want to know, and we will let you go.”
“Liar,” I replied, fixing a grin to my face. “You have no intention of letting me go. Why would I tell you anything?”
“Salvyre captains are all the same, aren’t they? Stubborn. Stupid.”
“I’m also a bit of a bitch.” And to punctuate myself, I leaned in and spat, nailing my captor right between the eyes.
The rebel’s face darkened. She didn’t flinch, nor did she strike. The surge of fire was the only outward indication that I’d well and truly pissed her off.
I held her gaze, refusing to be cowed.
Slowly and deliberately, the rebel got to her feet, shoving the chair away. She strode toward me, then squatted down so we were eye to eye.
“Hmm,” she broke the silence, reaching up and wiping the spit away with the back of her hand. Then, almost lazily, she flicked her wrist out. Flames sparked in her palm, licking their way up her fingertips until they wrapped around her hand like a glove. The air warmed.
My heart was hammering in my chest, but I pushed down the fear. I didn’t have my salvyre or magic, but I was still Theia Stormfury, captain of the 98th class. I was still a living and breathing weapon, trained to thrive in this exact sort of situation.
“Nice trick,” I drawled.
The woman’s eyes flashed. The flames shrunk away, until only the tip of her pointer finger remained encased. Her face glowed as she leaned in closer.
“You and your little girlfriend sure were busy.” Her voice was dark. “How easily you were distracted. How easily we subdued you. Commander Elys would be so disappointed.”
I stiffened. Our eyes locked again and this time, I could’ve sworn the honey had come alive, as if it had bubbled and boiled over a hearth.
“I see why your girl was so wrapped up in you. What a pretty face you have,” the rebel woman continued, all deep and husky malice. “Such wide– big blue eyes. Like a little doe.”
“I’m not a doe,” I growled.
The woman’s lips twitched. “A little doe caught in our trap.” Her hand drifted towards my cheek, the warmth of the flame blazing a path across my skin. “Do you know how easy it would be to burn these baby blues right out of your face? To let them sizzle and pop until you’re blinking ash out of empty sockets? Now that…that would be a nice trick. I wonder what your girlfriend would think?”
I curled my fingers into fists so she wouldn’t see them trembling. “Do it then,” I dared. The woman was bluffing. I could tell by the way she rolled back on her heels almost imperceptibly, the way her lips pursed, the slight flutter of her eyelashes. It made me feel bold. I grinned, though it was more a baring of my teeth. “You know, I hear some women find scars quite sexy.”
    The rebel’s eyes narrowed. “Talk, or you'll regret it.”
    “I have nothing to say.”
    The woman’s fingers twitched and fire suddenly roared up her skin like it was parchment, sheathing her entire arm in a cast of flames. Her fist clenched and the flames roared hotter, blue and purple warring against orange and gold.
    “Your fate is sealed, little doe. How you get there is up to you.” The flames cracked wildly. “Last chance. Tell me about the oracle.”
    I tore my gaze from the blaze and leveled the harshest glare I could muster. I channeled my anger, my fear, and every bit of strength I had into the expression. I would get out. I’d find a way.
    And until then, I wouldn’t tell this woman gods-damn a thing.
    “No.”
Fire swarmed me. A hissing noise filled the basement. I could feel the pressure of the woman’s long fingers as they wrapped around my neck– tight, but not enough to constrict my breathing. I was surrounded by heat— by orange and red and yellow. I imagined my skin blistering under the rebel’s grasp, sloughing off in chunks when she let go. How long did it take for vocal cords to obliterate? Bones to melt? Would she burn through my nerves and paralyze me?
And then the pressure was gone. The heat— the burning warmth— gone.
I realized I must’ve squeezed my eyes shut, so I opened them, sucking in a breath when I saw the woman’s face was only inches away, gaze fixed on where her hand had been.
Instinctively, I tried to lift my arms. I could still feel the chains weighing into my wrists, my ankles, my middle. I struggled against them, as if to make sure my limbs were really still there, really still responsive to the beck and call of my mind.
The chains clanged as I brought a hand up to touch my throat. I was shaking, my fingers hovering over where I’d been grabbed. I was scared to touch the flesh. To feel what damage had been done.
I swallowed hard, and relief surged through me when I felt nothing. No pain, no struggle. Carefully, I pressed my shaking hand to my throat.
My flesh was smooth and cool.
I noticed then the odd expression on the woman’s face. She’d sat back, and was studying her hand. She didn’t move, didn’t speak.
“Untie me,” I bit out, voice horse. My skin felt like it was crawling.
That broke the woman from whatever spell she was in. She blinked and glanced up. Her honey eyes seemed, for a moment, softer.
I recoiled. “What’s wrong with you?”
The rebel’s hand fell back to her side. Her silence stretched on, my panic rising.
“Tell me–”
“You’re unharmed,” she cut in. Her voice was so low I barely heard her.
“What-”
But the woman was already rising to her feet and turning away, stalking out of the cell. The fire burned out with her.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nine
 
My throat was so dry it ached.
There was no way to tell how much time had passed. It could’ve been minutes or days, I had no idea. There was only the quiet of my cell, entire and absolute.
When I did manage to sleep, I was frequently plagued by nightmares, reliving my capture again and again. Flames would dance behind my lids, panic consuming me as I tried to keep Clea safe, tried to get free. Sometimes the fire consumed me entirely. Other times I dreamt of nameless towns, unable to move as shops and homes burned, as people screamed and screamed.
I was well aware it was all strategic. They were making me wait, trying to wear me out. Then they would return and try their questioning again.
Oddly, that knowledge assuaged me. I had something they wanted. They’d gone to far too much trouble to just leave me here to rot.
At first, I paced the darkness. I learned every inch and crack of my prison. Every stone, every pebble. Every link in my chains, every spot the chair splintered. If I could break off a small enough piece— I could try to pick the locks.
But the rebel had left the chair just beyond my reach.
As time went on, my body grew weaker and weaker. No one brought me food or water. No one came to empty my bucket, which was full of my vomit and waste. I was impossibly alone, and thirstier than I had ever been in my entire life. It felt as though I’d swallowed sand.
The air was cold, and eventually I couldn’t stop the heavy shivers that wracked through my frame. At some point I ended up slumped on the floor, hugging myself for warmth.
Sleep stopped coming. There was no sleeping– not with the chains on. The enchantments that locked away my magic made it feel like there was a caged animal clawing under my flesh. Everywhere they touched my skin, I burned.
As time stretched on, I found myself compulsively reciting a list of all the things I was staying strong for, mindlessly tracing the letters in the dirt. It seemed to be the only thing that kept me sane. I whispered the words over and over.
Selene. Atlas. Dimitri. Vas. Arderiah. Elys. Dyleth. The Southern Forces. Lake Sunshine. The Red Court. Ezuria. 
Finally, I noticed a pattern with the chains. They went through cycles. Time would pass where I felt heavy and exhausted, followed by time where I felt more keyed up and jittery. The latter was way worse; the stifling of my magic was almost unbearable.
The moon. The pain was worse at night because of the moon, because of its ties to my magic.
“Fuck.”
And it only continued.
 
When I heard footsteps again, I assumed it was my imagination. I didn’t even glance at the door. I was weak from hunger, exhausted from restless nights. My skin was raw where the shackles held me.
And then light flickered in my peripherals, and the presence in the room became real. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, like a neglected dog sensing its master’s return.
A figure approached, but I didn't move. I didn’t even lift my head to meet them. I couldn’t. Around me, shadows blurred. There might’ve been two people or two dozen– it was impossible to tell.
Then there was a hand on my forehead, pushing my head back. The warm skin– surprisingly gentle, sent a zing of awareness through me, powerful enough that I managed to blink up at the person in semi-consciousness. Still, all I saw was darkness, blurring and swirling around me. 
The person murmured something unintelligible, and then there was water, the sweetest, crispest water, being poured over my dry lips and into my mouth. I swallowed and shifted, only to immediately cry out in the pain.
My wrists, my ankles— the chain around my middle– I was on fire. Nausea rocked through me and I could hear someone swear as I twisted in their grasp and vomited onto the floor.
“The chains–” I rasped, barely audible. “Please.”
My eyes were finally beginning to focus, but my head was still foggy, my body still trembling. I tried to face the rebel, but they were just beyond my field of vision.
They pulled back, releasing my hair and shifting their body so I could see them fully. Somber honey eyes met mine.
The rebel from before. The fire mage.
“Please,” I tried again, licking my cracked lips. “The chains.”
“Your friend. The oracle. Tell me about her.” The woman demanded quietly. Her expression was guarded, her shoulders stiff. “How does it work?”
Selene. That’s right; that’s why they’d taken me. They wanted to know about Selene.
“There is no oracle.”
The woman’s eyes narrowed. I could practically see her thinking, could feel her frustration. Silence stretched between us, punctuated by the pained breaths I drew through my teeth.
When the woman leaned forward and placed a hand on my arm, I stiffened. But I was too slow. In a quick, fluid movement the rebel smeared something foul across my lips.
I thrashed. The paste was thick and smelled like manure.
“You need to swallow it,” the woman hissed, holding me down.
Swallow it? Absolutely not. I struggled against her, trying to rub the stuff off. I managed to, a little bit. But then the woman’s arm nudged my bad shoulder and I gasped, causing the paste to touch my tongue. It was so bitter, so vile, that I immediately gagged.
The rebel shoved her finger into my mouth and smudged more behind my teeth, withdrawing before I could bite down. Then she covered my mouth with her palm and hissed, “swallow.”
I fought. My heart was racing at the possibilities. What if it was some sort of truth brew? A poison?
“Our healer made it. It helps with the chains,” the woman explained, blowing out an exasperated breath. “But you need to swallow it or it won’t work.”
I glared. But the woman merely cocked a brow and tightened her grip, waiting. Her golden eyes were unyielding.
When it became hard to breathe, I gave in. I swallowed.
The effects were immediate. The burning stopped. Just like that. I sagged into the wall, a groan escaping my lips. 
“It’s made from leaves from the Blackwoods,” the woman explained. “It absorbs some of the energy. It won’t work forever, but it should help for a little while.” She removed her hand and rubbed it off on her pants.
My body had exhausted itself. I was sore from shivering, exhausted from the restless nights. I wanted nothing more than to rest my head on the cold ground and sleep.
Can’t sleep, not with her here, I reminded myself.
The woman’s face was maybe a foot away from mine. She had stayed crouched, watching me recover. And for a stretch of time, I couldn’t speak, couldn’t move. I could only gaze back as the pain ebbed.
The rebel woman was much taller than I was, taller even than Atlas, with wide, muscular shoulders. Her stance was confident– strong. She was a fighter– a soldier. Her eyes burned with a golden intensity that was hard to break away from.
And yet… as distinct and unforgettable as this woman was, I couldn’t help but feel like I knew her from somewhere. Like I’d met her before and somehow forgotten.
“Who are you?”
The rebel cocked a thick brow, but didn’t reply.
Fine. My eyes narrowed. I supposed it didn’t really matter anyway. It was time to make moves.
With a surprising amount of agility, considering the circumstances, I twisted and swept my leg out, aiming to hit the woman’s ankle and knock her off her feet. I leaned forward as I did it, reaching for the knife sheathed at her thigh.
But the rebel leapt quickly out of range, nostrils flaring. “Theia.”
When I attempted to push to my feet, my knees buckled under me. I collapsed and hit the ground hard. Vomit squelched beneath my fingers.
“Stop,” the woman repeated, annoyed. “You’re only going to hurt yourself.”
I ignored her. “Tell me. Who are you?”
With a low grunt the rebel rose to her feet and grabbed the chair, folding herself into it just as she had the last time. "You know who we are.”
“I’m talking about you. Not them.”
Interest seemed to twist into the rebel’s expression, but it was gone just as quick. Her eyes narrowed.  “You know what I keep wondering?” Cruelness that hadn’t been there before began to seep into her tone. “Either your oracle is weak and not worth our time, or she saw us coming for you and didn’t do anything to stop it. Which is it?”
Ice flowed through my veins. That was something I’d already been struggling with. I couldn't figure it out, and it cut me deep. Selene’s gifts were confusing and unpredictable, I knew that. But generally, with people she was close to, especially with physical contact, she could visualize significant events before they happened. Could follow a person's thread into a glimpse of their past or future.
How had she missed this?
Or worse: what if she hadn't? What if it had been a vision of my capture had been what had woken her and brought her to the courtyard that morning? What if she had seen this coming, and that’s what had left her so frightened?
No. It wasn’t possible. She would’ve told me. Done something. She wouldn’t have let this happen. I couldn’t let the rebels bait me into giving anything away.
“So protective. You really have no idea what you’re involved in, do you? We will get our answers, little doe,” the rebel murmured. “Now get up. You’re going for a walk.”
Anger bit me. “Where are you taking me?”
Maddeningly, the rebel didn’t answer.
I resisted the urge to try to kick her again. Instead, I mustered up my fiercest glare and leaned closer. My cool blue eyes conveyed every bit of anger and bloodlust that coursed through my body– something I was well aware of. My glare had been infamous at Arderiah. I’d grown up fighting off any and all of those who dared doubt my team, perfecting the art of silencing others with a mere glance. The fire I could muster in my eyes was almost like a second gift from Nyra.
I fixed the entirety of it on the rebel.
“You’re an enemy of the Red Court. You kidnapped a salvyre and dare try to get her to betray her people? My salvyre will come for me. And they will kill you.”
A dry laugh cut through the air. Something had snapped in the rebel, her features twisting with reproach and disdain. The honey in her eyes was on fire, burning into me with a vengeance.
“Such optimism.”
I was not dissuaded. “They will come for me.”
“You seem so sure.” She had gotten closer, enough so that I could feel her warm breath fanning across my face. She smelled of sandalwood and smoke.
My face flushed. I could only imagine how I looked— hair unwashed and greasy, clothes stained with dirt, blood, and vomit. Not quite the threatening, fear-evoking Salvyre Captain I was supposed to be.
“I’m certain.”
“Oh, Theia,” the rebel purred. “I’ll take that bet.”
At that a man appeared in the entranceway, clearing his throat. The sound demanded our attention.
“Is she coming?” The rebel leader asked. His mouth and nose were covered by a red kerchief, though much like the woman, he’d left his hood down, revealing a swatch of thick, unruly black hair atop his head.
The woman tensed, eyes hardening as she looked from the man back to me. Finally, she nodded. The movement was stiff. “Yes,” she said. “But she’ll need food and water. Fresh clothes.”
Hearing them talk so easily, stand so casually and discuss my body– what I would be doing— I saw red. Using the wall behind me as support, I tried to push to my feet again. My head swam and I stumbled. “Fuck.” Picturing my salvyre– picturing Elys and Dyleth— I dug my nails into the wall and tried again.
There was a sudden silence as I collapsed into the wall, though this time I managed to stay standing. I looked up at them through furious narrowed eyes.
The woman blinked, and I realized I’d missed some sort of silent communication between the two of them.
“Don’t stop scheming on my account.”
The man had the audacity to look amused.
“I’ll send Roarke over with what you need. Her bandages need to be changed anyway,” the man said. He spoke slowly, his voice even and unbothered. The woman nodded to signal she’d heard him.
There was another long pause as the two came to some sort of unspoken agreement. When the man turned to face me again, he looked pleased. “Now Theia,” he said. “Let me remind you that I excused your misbehavior the other night. But if you harm one of my people again, I will flay you alive.”
The gut-churning blend of cheer, violence, and authority stunned me into silence.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ten
 
Roarke was a stout man with soft features. He arrived shortly after the leader left, and proceeded to carry in a tray of food. The rebel woman stood tense in the corner the whole time, saying nothing, watching as he set down a tray of bread and some sort of meat. My stomach growled at the sight of it.
“Slow now,” Roarke warned as I scoffed down the bread. He handed me a water pouch and I took it gratefully, nearly moaning in relief when the water soothed my scratchy throat.
Shame rocked through me as they watched me eat. How did I look at that moment? On the ground, shoving food into my mouth with my dirty fingers? Filthy, weak, and pathetic, I was sure. But I pushed down the shame. Salvyre were fighters. Survivors. Nothing about that was ever going to be glamorous.
Roarke wore nothing to conceal his face, which surprised me. His features were rugged and sharp, yet not entirely unkind. He looked middle aged, with clear brown skin and thick brows. Along the side of his neck was a relic tattoo.
“Do you mind if I take a look at your shoulder?” He asked once I’d finished eating, gently pushing the tray aside.
When I tensed, he immediately backed onto his heels and put his hands up. “I’m a healer,” he explained. “I know you were injured, and I know you have some burns from the chains. I just want to take a look.”
    I huffed and leaned back against the wall, glancing between the two of them. “You’re a healer?” I repeated skeptically. “Why would you want to help me?”
Roarke shrugged. “I mean, I imagine you’re in a lot of pain.”
The rebel woman snorted.
As if on cue, my shoulder throbbed. “Whatever. Do your worst.”
“I’ll be quick.”
I tried not to flinch as he reached for the slash in my shirt. He was gentle enough that I relaxed as he peeked under the bandage, humming in thought. There was a tingling, and then my shoulder began to warm. While not quite the same, it reminded me of Atlas.
His hands drifted down to the blisters on my wrists. “These look like they hurt.”
I only grunted.
Roarke moved carefully, touching my wrists, my middle, and my ankles. The pain there subsided and faded beneath the warmth, and I let out a long sigh.
“Better?” He asked quietly.
My eyes dropped down to his waist, where a dagger was sheathed in his belt. I envisioned myself grabbing it, holding it to his throat and demanding I be released. Using him as a meat shield if I had to. Reminding them I was no one's prisoner.
I leaned forward.
“Don’t.” The woman snapped. I looked up from my spot on the floor to where she stood, watching us intently. Our eyes met and there was warning there. Her hand curled, and smoke seeped out between her fingers.
Roarke cleared his throat and rose to his feet, backing away. He turned to the woman and nodded. “If you need anything, Sere–”
“I’ll let you know. Tell Fray we’ll be out in a moment.”
I filed their names away in my head. Once Roarke was gone I attempted to push to my feet again. My legs wobbled under me as I gripped the back of the chair, knuckles white.
“Who are you, Sere?”
She glared, as if simply saying her name was enough to make her angry. She threw something to my feet, then nodded at the bucket Roarke had brought. “Wash up. Those clothes are fresh.”
My nose crinkled. A sponge bath sounded incredible, but here? Now? In front of her? “Absolutely not.”
“You’re filthy.”
I barked a laugh. “Why the fuck do you care?”
She stepped forward, jaw clenched. “Either you bathe yourself, or I do it for you. Your call.”
We stood there glaring at each other, before finally I rolled my eyes and reached down to unbutton my pants. “You’re going to have to unchain me, if you expect me to be able to undress.”
She cocked a brow and withdrew the knife from her hip. I automatically stepped back.
“Relax,” she grumbled, stepping forward. I tensed as she gripped my shirt in her hand, then in one smooth motion, cut the fabric away.
“Hey!” I protested.
But she continued cutting away, her eyes neutral and focused on her knife. I was naked and shivering by the time she finished, covered in filth. My clothes lay in scraps on the floor.
“That was unnecessary,” I hissed, goosebumps pricking my skin. She was close enough that I could smell her, feel her warmth.
I wanted to punch her.
“I liked those pants,” I growled.
“You’ll survive,” she snapped back, rising back to her feet and turning away. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve sworn her cheeks were pink. “Bathe,” she ordered.
I was tempted to grab the bucket and soap and launch it at her head. So, so tempted.
But being clean was even more tempting. So with an annoyed grunt I snatched up the washcloth, dipped it in the bucket, and got to work scrubbing away the dirt and blood.
Sere kept her eyes averted the entire time, saying nothing as I worked.
“So what now?” I demanded once I’d cleaned up the best I could. I straightened, refusing to be cowed by my nudity. Water sluiced down my skin, past my stomach and along my legs. I eyed the weapon at her hip. “I don’t think the dagger is going to be very helpful with getting me dressed.”
The woman turned, keeping her eyes trained on my face. Her boots splashed as she stepped towards me.
“Release me, and I’ll clean that up for you,” I continued, cocking a brow.
She rolled her eyes. “I’m going to remove the chains on your feet and middle. Don’t do anything stupid. There’s plenty of guards out there that would be more than happy to take over my role here.”
“Is that so?”
She leaned down and began removing the shackles at my ankles, not once letting her skin touch mine. I stayed still. If my exposed flesh affected her at all, she didn’t show it.
“In every place there are those who believe they do not need to ask before they take. Here is no different.” She murmured when she finished, before turning away again.
Her omission caught me off guard. “So why stay?” I asked as I pulled up the pants. It was hard to do with my wrists chained together, but I managed. They were baggy, but fit well enough. I struggled with the shirt.
“It fastens at the shoulders,” she remarked without turning.
I found the straps. It took a few tries to fasten them. “Avoiding my question?”
“You avoided mine.”
I rolled my eyes and bent to pull on the thick socks she’d given me. They’d removed my boots to fasten my shackles, but I was happy to see she’d left them with the pile of clothes. I sank to stuff my feet into them, and at the rattle of my chains, she turned.
“Put out your hands, Theia.”
Something zinged through me at my name on her lips, and it made me uneasy. I rose and started to take a step back, but before I could, walls of fire appeared on either side of me. They blazed in a ring around us, from the dirt on the ground all the way to the cell’s ceiling.
Sere took a step forward. The movement was almost predatory, and automatically, I tensed. I was not small, but as her fire cracked around us and she stalked forwards, long and broad-shouldered, I felt absolutely tiny. She tossed a chain over her shoulder as she approached, her eyes burning as hot as the embers surrounding us.
I sucked in a breath at the sight of her, bare arms flexing as she moved towards me, oozing an air of confidence. She stopped less than a foot away, and I stiffened in preparation, waiting for her to strike. To snap at me.
But she didn’t. “Matteus Fray– the man who brought you here– he will try to strike a bargain with you.” Her voice was quiet enough that I knew the flames drowned it out to anyone nearby.
I jerked my chin up at her defiantly. “And?”
Her eyes narrowed. “What will you do?”
“What?” A crazed laugh escaped me. Was she mad? “What do you mean?”
“Will you take the bargain?” She prompted.
“Why the fuck are you even asking?”
She shook her head and took another step. She was so close– enough so that I had to tilt my head back to see her fully.  “Will you take his bargain, Theia?” Her voice was deadly.
My hands curled into fists. “He can take his bargain and shove it up his ass. No, I’m not taking it.”
Her head cocked to the side. “He’s very convincing.”
“He can fuck off.”
A growl escaped her and she leaned forward, snatching me by the shirt and tugging until we were inches away. Her eyes were ablaze with something I couldn’t quite decipher.
“Let go,” I snapped, reaching up and shoving at her hands.
Her grip tightened. “Promise me.”
“Promise you what?”
She glared. As if I was the idiot. As if I was missing something obvious.
Then it hit me. I blinked in surprise. “You want me to promise you I won’t take his bargain?”
The fire crackled around us. She said nothing.
“Why?” What could she gain here? What the fuck kind of trap was she setting?
She sucked in a deep breath, and something vulnerable flashed across her features. It was gone just as fast as it came, and her expression hardening once more. I found myself unnerved by it. Unnerved even further by the twinning vulnerability it tugged at in me, like some sort of pull in my chest that called me to her.
“What is it you want from me?” I demanded. “Why am I here?” The flames continued to blaze, shrouding us in heated strobes.
Her mouth tightened, and she shook her head. “Just promise me.”
“Why?”
“Because,” she hissed, honey eyes burning. “Because dammit Theia, I’m trying to help you. Trying to make this as painless as it can be.”
My jaw dropped. I started at the rebel, furious and confused and fucking tired. Again, I was smothered by that strange sense of familiarity. Like I knew the woman across from me. Like I knew her and could trust her. It was infuriating.
“Fine,” I snapped, throwing my hands up. I wasn’t even sure if I meant it, but her shoulders seemed to relax, just a smidge. “I promise I won’t take his bargain. Happy?”
A beat passed as she stared down at me. As she measured me. Assessed me.
“Yes. Now put out your wrists.”
I must’ve been crazy. I had to be. Because, for some inexplicable reason, I obeyed. Against all my better judgment, I listened to this strange woman who, standing above me, cast in the flicking orange and red hues, appeared entirely ethereal.
Something ignited in the room. The flames burned hotter. And with the outside world invisible beyond them, it felt like we were all there was, and somehow, we were all that mattered.
Like a moth to flame, my eyes were drawn to her tattoos, which seemed to spark with life in the firelight. I still couldn’t fully see her relic tattoo, not with the way the rebel kerchief covered her. But I could see the sunshine emblem of our kingdom glimmering on the inside of her elbow. Though it was deeply intricate –nearly indistinguishable in the way it was woven into the rest of her tattoos– it was there– the symbol of peace and unity of the seven courts. The emblem of Ezuria.
I blinked up at her, consumed by wonder. She’d once been fiercely loyal to the kingdom. What had happened in between the time she had gotten the tattoo and now?
Sere reached for the chain that held my wrists together, and fastened another to it. A leash. I didn’t help her, but didn’t resist either. I stood there, brows pulled together, as I tried to figure out just what my role was here.
Once Sere seemed satisfied that I would not be able to wield my wrists with force or magic, she stepped back. The flames dissipated, and the now-familiar walls of my cell surrounded us once more.
 
I stood in the open doorway, and blinked at my surroundings. The air was hot and dry, even in the early morning sun. Around us, spanning across for miles, were planes of dry, unforgiving dirt. Stubborn trees and bushes poked up in patches, and in the distance I saw huge, sky-piercing mountains.
We were deep, deep in the Desertlands.
“Come on,” the rebel woman urged.
As I stepped through the threshold, my ears popped. Sound came so suddenly that I jumped in surprise. The building must’ve been enchanted to block out noise– a sort of magic known and practiced by very few. I was still for a moment, mystified.
Behind the building I’d been in were rows and rows of small buildings and tents. Hundreds, if not thousands of homes stood before me. People walked between them, laughing and jeering, arguing and bantering. The smells of spiced meat and smoking ovens permeated the air, and I could hear the distant strumming of an instrument. Just beyond the settlement, a small river cut through the dry dirt— the slow-pulsing lifeblood of the community.
    “Welcome to the Desertlands,” a male voice said from somewhere to my left. I turned to see their leader, Matteus Fray– I now knew him as, sauntering over. When he reached us he pulled down the red face covering, grinning widely. A relic tattoo peaked out just under the fabric by his neck.
My chest tightened. I was no fool. He knew who I was, what I was. So he had to know I was currently memorizing every detail of his face. When I got out of here, I’d report every wrinkle, every pore, to High Command. I’d leave nothing to the imagination.
His message was clear: he did not plan on me getting out of here alive.
I smoothed my expression. “Interesting place to settle.”
He laughed. “You have so much to learn. Come, walk with me.”
His patronizing tone made me bristle, but Sere urged me forward before I could utter a snarky reply. I stepped into the sun, the movement making the shackles chafe against my wrists.
“That’s all,” Fray said, nodding at Sere over my shoulder. A dismissal.
The rebel woman didn’t reply, but when she pushed past me, her eyes met mine. It was brief— less than half a second– but I saw the warning there.
She turned and made her way down a row of tents, shoulders glinting in the sun. 
There was an intensity in Fray when I looked back at him. Just enough so that the hair on the back of my neck stood up. It was as if he knew something I didn’t, and was basking in it. Suddenly I wished he hadn’t dismissed Sere. I realized that even though she was one of them, I wasn’t disturbed by her the way I was by Matteus Fray.
“Walk with me,” he repeated, gesturing to the cluster of tents along the river.
The sea of warm fabric seemed to curl in around us as we walked. There were children playing in the dry earth, mothers and fathers, grandparents even, with them– working, talking, singing. Some of them had booths set up with goods on display: fish, clothing, and jewelry. Surprise flitted through me. A real community was living in the Desertlands. This was their home.
The people watched as we walked. But if my presence, my bound wrists, startled them, it didn’t show in their faces. Instead, many of them bowed their heads at Fray, even greeted him, with something akin to deference.
“We are not the only people who have settled out here,” he explained conversationally. “Many communities like ours popped up in the Desertlands after the Great War. There was nowhere else for us to go.”
“You expect me to believe you’ve been here for a hundred years?” I leveled him with a disbelieving expression. I’d studied the maps. While yes, there were other communities out here, they were few and far between. And this settlement wasn’t documented, so it couldn’t have been here long. High Command was nothing if not thorough.
He smirked and shook his head. “No. We used to move around a lot. We’ve been here a year or so.” He gestured to one of the brick buildings as we passed it. There were large rectangular windows in the front, allowing walker-bys to look in. Inside, people crowded around a counter.
“Construction is slow in the summer,” he continued. “It gets too hot. But we’ve managed to get a few places up and running.”
“So you’re planning to stick around, then,” I noted.
He grinned. “Perhaps this time.”
A child ran in front of us, and looked up with big brown eyes. Fray greeted him, then a young woman when she fetched him away. The woman exchanged a look with her leader, one I couldn’t quite read.
I frowned. “Plenty of refugees made their way north after the war. And you chose to go west, into the desert?” I shook my head. “Doesn’t make a whole lot of sense, if you ask me.”
“Hmm.” He said. “You know what else doesn’t make sense? Giving away the rightful land of millions of your people.”
I opened my mouth to make a sharp retort, to remind him that if we hadn’t, the Vaulyrians would have taken it anyway and killed anyone who remained, but he stopped me with a hand on my arm. Warning bells rang in the back of my head.
“Look around Theia,” he instructed, gesturing with his free hand. “This community, what we’ve built here— It’s in spite of being cast aside. In spite of everything the king has done. Look at the children, playing together and going to bed with full bellies. We’ve come so far.”
I gnashed my teeth together. “No disrespect,” I said slowly, jaw tight. “But you’ll find it difficult to impress me after dragging me from my home and keeping me as your prisoner.”
Fray’s features hardened. “Disappointing.” His hand fell away from my shoulder, and with a pull on my chain, he started walking again.
My point exactly.
He led us down what I could only think to call main street, as it had dozens of booths, tables, and shops. Hundreds of people milled about, seeming content in the morning sun. For a moment, their ease and routine transfixed me.
“Nothing you say in my presence will make it back to your superiors, you know. You can be honest about your feelings,” Fray said suddenly.
I blinked. “Excuse me?”
“Tell me about what it was like.”
“What what was like?”
He sighed deeply, as if the answer was right in front of me. As if I was missing something incredibly obvious, and he was annoyed he had to point it out. “Not having a choice,” he replied, entirely too patronizingly.
“You mean being a salvyre?” I asked slowly. “Being selected?”
“Being taken.”
“It's an honor,” I said simply. Reflexively.
He gave me a pitiful look, but I cut him off before he could speak. “I understand what you’re getting at. I’m not stupid– I know what they say. You want me to be angry that I never knew my family, never consented to being turned into a soldier. But I’m sorry, I’m not angry. I love what I do. I feel honored every day.”
The words were instinctual. And maybe, at some points in my life, I had wondered. About my parents– where they were, if they had other children. What my life could’ve been like.
But ultimately, my path, my selection– had led me to my real family. To Selene and Atlas, Dimitri and Vas. I could never resent that.
A sad, pitying smile touched his lips, and then he stopped before a large tent. He pushed open the flap and gestured for me to step inside.
Much like the cell I’d been held in, the tent must have been enchanted, because the second I stepped through the threshold my skin cooled, and the outside noise quieted. It was a large open space, with two cots— a large one and a small one, pushed to the side of the room. On the other side there were a couple pieces of furniture, and a long mirror. A table with two chairs was in the middle of the room, covered in books.
It was no brick building, but his tent was undeniably lavish. The furniture looked richly made, a strong sort of oak that couldn’t be found in the Red Court.
“Have a seat,” Fray said, gesturing to the table.
I stilled. For a moment I considered not sitting down, not bending to this man’s will. Atlas was always better at these sorts of situations— knowing when to push and when to wait.
I decided that Atlas would have sat down. Would have sat and listened, would have sussed a way out. At the very least, I knew they would have surreptitiously fished for intel.
With that in mind, I sat across from the rebel leader, elbows resting on the table. My wrists weren’t exactly comfortable, but I felt more assertive. That was the key right? I tried to assess Fray’s body language. He didn’t fidget or shift. He didn’t look away. He looked utterly at ease.
“So many children, stolen away. Killed,” he sighed. “Here our children don’t need to be afraid. They can be happy and carefree.”
“One day, some of them will need to join your armies anyway,” I said slowly. Though, I couldn’t help but think that the children here did seem happy. Cared for. But still. “It’s inevitable.”
“Perhaps. But that will be their choice,” he insisted.
Not once High Command discovered them. Then, they’d need every body they could get.
I decided to change the topic. “Are any of them yours?”
His face darkened, and then cleared just as fast. He nodded, gesturing to some toys I hadn’t noticed that were piled in the corner. “I have a son. You saw him before.”
I wracked my brain thinking back to the children I’d seen. They all looked like they could’ve been his, honestly. Many of them shared his olive-toned skin. His dark hair, dark eyes. Fray’s face was… plain, I realized. He wasn’t unhandsome. But he also had no distinguishing features— his build and height were average.
The young boy, I realized. The one who'd ran out in front of us. He’d had the same dark eyes, the same plain features. That had been Matteus Fray’s son. And the woman... perhaps that had been his wife. 
“You parade prisoners past them often? They seemed pretty unphased.”
“There are no secrets here,” Fray replied coolly.
His response hovered in the air between us. I leaned back in my seat, letting my wrists fall into my lap. I gave him an expectant look.
“I brought you here because I want to offer you a bargain, Theia.”
A bargain. My breath caught as my promise to Sere echoed in my ears.
“Does that interest you?” He asked, as if displeased by my quiet. “It would involve your release.”
I weighed my response. In my experience, men like him didn’t care about what really interested others. They wanted to hear what interested them. Letting him think he had the upper hand would be my best strategy, I knew, but I couldn’t help myself. I leaned further back into my seat, legs spread wide in a way I’d been taught oozed dominance. He might have taken control over my fate here, but I’d be damned if I didn’t take up space while he did it.
“You preach a whole lot about freedom and choice, for a man who holds women against their will.”
His casual demeanor turned icy in an instant. I watched his body tighten as he leaned forward, displeasure clear in the snarl of his lips. “After what you did to Klaus, you will listen to me. I will be heard.” His tone was sharp— unyielding. He lay his hands flat on the table between us and paused, calculating. The vein in his neck bulged, betraying his fury. “I am inclined to let you rot for another few days.”
Klaus. That was his name. I thought again to the man in the alley, the one whose eyes had bulged out when my arm pierced through him. Klaus. The first person I’d ever killed.
When I spoke again, my voice dripped with malice. “Do what you must, Mr. Fray. But let Klaus be an example of what happens to those who underestimate me.”
My head snapped to the side in an explosion of pain before I even registered he’d moved. I gasped, and gritted my teeth to keep from saying something else I’d regret. A slew of swears hovered on the tip of my tongue. He’d backhanded me. 
The rebel leader shook out his hand and leaned back.
My cheek burned, and the coppery taste of blood filled my mouth. As I straightened, I fought the temptation to spit it in his face.
“Kian!” Fray called, inspecting the ring that had cut my cheek open.
The man who entered the tent was tall, his body long and lanky. His cold blue eyes flitted first to Fray, then settled on me.
Something icy slithered through my body, saturating deep into my bones. There was something off about the newcomer. Their presence alone called to something inside me, told me to run.
“Yes?” Kian shifted, and a thick scar peeked past his collar. It crept down his neck, over where a relic mark would have been— the remnants of a burn that had never healed right.
“Turns out our guest needs a little more time before she’s ready to join us. Show her some hospitality, will you?”
My lips parted. “Join you?” I spluttered. “You’re insane.”
They ignored me. The man –-Kian– grinned widely, all teeth. “I’d be happy to.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Eleven
 
 
“Count.” His dark voice hissed.
    It took me a minute to get the word out, my throat was so hoarse.
    “Eight.”
    “Come on now. Louder.” He cracked the whip again in emphasis, and it was as if liquid fire had raced up my flesh.
    “Nine!” But it was barely intelligible, it was so wrapped up in my shriek. I blinked wildly as my vision darkened around the edges.
    Behind me, I thought Kian might’ve laughed. He might’ve even brought the whip down again.
I was already gone.
Minutes bled into hours, into days– perhaps even weeks.
Kian, Matteus Fray’s enforcer and brother in law, as it turned out, was something of a sadist. Our sessions weren’t interrogative. They had no real purpose, other than to cause me pain. To break me. There was no talk about Selene. No mention of bargains or desires for me to ‘join them.’ There was only Kian’s burn-scarred neck and hands, only his blood soaked clothes and piercing blue eyes.
Well, and the men who held me down for him.
The world smelled of copper, bile, and death.
The enforcer quickly discovered that my pain was worse at night, when the moon was high and my magic burned beneath the chains. So that’s when he began to come.
He came every evening– and then every morning, Roarke came to clean me up so I was brand new for the next session.
That became my norm. 
Roarke and I didn’t talk much. At first he tried, but he quickly learned better. After all, what was there to say? I’m sorry Kian carved his name into your thigh– that he laughed and laughed as he did it, as he was branding you? I’m sorry he ripped out your fingernails? I’m sorry he cut chunks of flesh out of your back and watched you writhe as he peeled back the skin and pissed into the wounds?
Roarke could look at me with as much pity as he wanted, but as far as I saw it, they were all the same. Roarke might not be the one with the blade, but he certainly didn’t try to make it stop either.
I was starting to become convinced that this was it for me. That I’d never escape– that I’d live out the rest of my life in torture and darkness. That my screams would echo in my ears until my vocal cords failed me, and even then– I’d cry out silently. My salvyre were starting to feel like a distant dream, overshadowed by agony so visceral that even my most precious memories brought only numbness.
 
One day, not too long after Roarke had left, there were footsteps outside my cell. My entire body tensed, curled further in on itself in the corner where I was huddled. I could sense it was still daytime– far too early for Kian to arrive. Nausea twisted in my gut as I waited, thinking of what he might do. How he might hurt me. Perhaps my grip on reality really was gone– perhaps it was night again already. Pain blended into pain.
My heartbeat was erratic as I waited. I could feel it in my throat.
When the torches in my cell came to life, a heavy sigh of relief escaped me.
Not Kian. It was Sere. The woman of fire.
She was alone.
I had not seen her since she made me promise not to take Fray’s bargain. Since she’d forced me to bathe and given me fresh clothes. It felt like a lifetime since anyone other than Roarke or Kian had kept me company. I could only imagine what it must smell like in the basement– a cocktail of blood, waste, sweat and vomit.
The cell door creaked open as she slipped through. Unlike Kian, Sere’s steps were soft and quiet. She was probably the same size as him, but moved less like a boar and more like a serpent.
“Haven’t seen you in a minute,” I rasped as she squatted beside me. I was leaning against the wall, my head lolled to the side. I was too pained to move.
“You look like shit.”
A breathy sigh— not quite a laugh— escaped me. “Yeah? I feel worse.”
She didn’t reply. I rolled my head to face her, and was surprised to see her honey eyes thick with concern. Instinctively, I shifted closer, as if the mere distress in her eyes was a magnet, pulling me in.
“What?”
She shook her head.
“Are you growing soft on me?” I teased. But the words were far too throaty to sound right.
Her eyes scanned first my face, then down my body. I didn’t follow her look. I couldn’t.
“Why are you here? Is your fearless leader unsatisfied with his enforcer?” I let my head fall back against the wall so I didn’t have to hold it up. “Sent in reinforcements?”
Sere stiffened. “No. I’m not here for that.”
My eyelids fluttered shut. “I’m afraid I’m not the best company at the moment.”
Hard fingers gripped my chin and I blinked, meeting her gaze. Honey blazed, hot and furious. “Kian will die for what he’s done to you,” she hissed, so suddenly brutal, so violent, that I couldn’t control the shock that splashed across my face.
“Why the fuck do you care?” I demanded once I’d recovered.
She leaned closer, and the smell of sandalwood and smoke hung between us. As always, her nose and mouth were covered. But this close I could see the shadows under her eyes, the hollowness in her features. I might’ve been greasy and bloody, clothes torn and stained from the enforcer’s ministrations, but she didn’t look like she was faring too well either.
When she didn’t answer, I pressed, “What’s your agenda, Sere?”
She shook her head.
Annoyance tore through me. This woman was infuriating. Coming in here and giving me half statements that made no sense. Just a week ago– or was it two weeks?-- she was in here, trying to get me to talk. Ready to hurt me just like Kian. And now she had the nerve to resent him? She was no better. 
Without thinking, I reached up between us, and before she could stop me, I tugged her face covering away.
She didn’t flinch. Didn’t pull back or cover herself. Something flashed in her eyes and, curiously, it looked somewhat like relief. As if I had done exactly what she wanted.
The red kerchief hung loosely around her neck.
No relic mark.
I blinked as I took in her features. She was gorgeous, undeniably so– with high cheekbones and a sharp jaw. But that wasn’t what took my breath away.
Her full lips frowned, then parted. “You know me,” she confirmed. And the words washed around me like a caress.
Like poison.
Seraphine Terrahaven.
Arderiah Salvyre. Captain of the 92nd class. Possibly the most powerful fire mage the Red Court had ever seen.
Sere.
“Fuck,” I swore. And pain– a different sort of pain than the kind Kian had been inflicting– burst through me. I shoved at her weakly, furious. “Get the fuck away from me. You fucking traiter. Get away.”
She let me shove at her, even stumbled back, but didn’t move to get up. Didn’t leave. Her lips twitched with unsaid words and frustration. She shook her head. “You don’t get it. You don’t fucking get it.”
“Get out, Seraphine,” I hissed. Hysteria lined my voice. “You don’t get to fucking feel bad for me. Your salvyre think you're dead, you know that? They fucking buried you. They grieved you– all of Arderiah did! And you’re here? With them?”
Her nostrils flared, and then she shot forward, her forearm pinning me across the cell wall. I didn’t resist. I didn’t have the energy. I simply glared, pouring all the hate I had, all the resentment, into my expression.
“You don’t get it,” she hissed. And this time, there was an edge of desperation. Her honey eyes bore into mine– the same honey eyes that had met mine across the courtyard in Arderiah, across the mess hall. I’d never known her personally– she’d been too many years ahead of me, but I’d known of her. We all had.
She looked different now than she had back then– the softness in her face was gone, and the tattoos were new. This Seraphine— Sere now—  was all sharpness and edges.
“There’s nothing to get,” I snapped. But the adrenaline was fading. I was tired. Too tired for this. Night was coming. “Just– just go. Please.”
She looked like that was the absolute last thing she wanted. Still, Sere released me, pulling away so swiftly that I slumped to the ground in an awkward heap.
“Remember what you promised me,” she whispered. “If nothing else, remember your promise.”
I didn’t answer. I couldn’t even meet her gaze.
In my peripherals, I watched her tug up her mask, then turn on her heel and stalk out.
 
By the time Matteus Fray summoned me again, I was a wraith. My mind was shrouded by a thick mist of haziness, and my flesh had all but sunken into my bones.
When the rebels dragged me from the cell, I barely resisted. My head hung limply between my shoulders, and I couldn’t even gather the strength to look at them. It felt like I was fading away. Every time I stumbled, I was roughly shoved upright again. Something sharp slashed across my back.
I could feel the stares as I was dragged down the main street. I must’ve looked rough. Roarke could heal my injuries all he wanted, but it didn’t change the fact that my clothes had been torn to rags with every slice of the enforcer’s knife. They were stained copper by all the blood. My hair fell in stringy clumps around my face, more of a knotty red mess than my natural white.
I swallowed past the dryness in my throat and gritted my teeth to keep myself conscious as I was dragged past the flaps of Fray’s tent. The cool, enchanted air pricked goosebumps up my arms.
Fray was seated at his table, book in hand. At my noisy entrance he glanced up and smiled.
I’m going to kill him.
The thought came so suddenly, so unprompted, that I stumbled again. The guard at my side shoved me forward.
“Have a seat,” Fray said, placing a feather into his book and folding it shut. He gestured to the seat across from him.
Seeing him churned so much anger inside me that I nearly refused, just for pride’s sake. But the guards didn’t give me time to reply, grabbing me by the shoulders and hoisting me into the seat. I was slammed down roughly.
“My brother informed me that the two of you have made a lot of progress.”
If looks could kill, Matteus Fray would be dead. That was the only thing that grounded me as I leaned back in the chair, tilting my chin up and staring him down. I waited, my silence more furious than any snippy retort I could come up with.
His lips twitched into that stupid smirk I hated so much. “I quite like you quiet. I’m glad I told Kian to mind your pretty face. There’s plenty I’d like to do to it.”
Disgust coiled inside me. I pushed it down, struggling to keep my face neutral.
“I told you I’d break you,” he continued, lips stretching wider. Something dark and heated entered his expression, and it turned my veins to ice.
“Why am I here?” I asked with an evenness that surprised me.
He leaned back and crossed his arms behind his head. A gesture of relaxation. A show of power. “You have a lot of potential.”
“Do I?” I cocked a brow.
“Oh, yes. Sere can show you the ropes. You two have plenty in common.”
“We have nothing in common,” I snapped before I could stop myself. Malice dripped from every word.
His eyes twinkled, as if my anger amused him. Slowly and deliberately, he rose to his feet, his gaze appraising  As if I was cattle he was deciding whether or not to purchase.
Yes, I decided. This man needed to die.
“I know you have an oracle in your midst,” he said finally, walking behind me as he spoke. I stiffened.
No one had asked me about Selene since the time Sere had first taken me to see Fray. I wondered, with fury, if Sere was the one who told him about Selene to begin with. If she was the whole reason I was here. If she was, she would have to die too.
She should die anyway, the dark voice in my head whispered. She betrayed the kingdom.
“I don’t know an oracle,” I said.
“Is that so?” He purred. He leaned closer, his breath fanning across my ear. I fought the cringe, keeping my gaze locked in front of me. “You can stop trying to protect your little friend. She will be mine, one way or another.”
She will never be yours, I vowed to myself. But I bit my tongue and said nothing.
“Gods, I love it when you try to hide your anger,” he whispered, his breath hot against my skin. I couldn’t help the flinch this time, and he laughed. “Afraid now? Good.”
“I’m going to kill you,” I hissed.
“You can try, sweetheart. But I think you’re all talk. I think my brother broke the fight right out of you.”
He was baiting me. I wanted so badly to turn in my seat, so badly to wrap my chained wrists around his neck and pull until he purpled and pissed himself.
I closed my eyes and envisioned my salvyre. Remembered my training. I had to play it smart. Killing Matteus Fray would not change the fact that hundreds of his followers surrounded the tent. I could take down some of them, but not all. And certainly not in the state I was in. Fray’s time would come. Just not now.
My eyes snapped open. “What do you want?”
“Ah, I knew you were smart. Good girl.”
His words were like poison in my ears. I all but gagged.
“Let’s strike a bargain,” he whispered. And then his hands were on my shoulders, squeezing tightly as he leaned closer. His lips brushed my earlobe. “I’ll stop bothering you about that oracle of yours.” He paused, and something wet touched my neck, sliding along my flesh and leaving goosebumps in its wake.
His tongue.
The hands on my shoulders squeezed tighter in warning, as if knowing I was seconds away from saying fuck it all and killing him right then. I could do it. He had to know that.
His breath hitched, and I realized, in disgust, that he knew I was holding back. That I was trying to play my cards right so I could get out of here. He knew, and it turned him on.
“All I want, sweetheart, is for you to agree to join me. To swear your allegiance to me. Say the words, and the rest will be as it should.”
My heart sped up. This was his bargain? The one Seraphine Terrahaven made me promise not to take? I swallowed, weighing my words carefully. “I thought you wanted an oracle.”
His thumb rubbed under my jaw. “Perhaps I’ve changed my mind.”
It was hard to think. He wasn’t making any sense. “I’m only a water mage.”
Large hands smoothed down the sides of my arms, unbothered by the healing cuts and bruises, unbothered by my dry blood. I cringed.
“Does it hurt that your sister let this happen to you?” He cooed in my ear.
I flinched. He’s messing with you, I told myself. He was trying to manipulate me. It wouldn’t work. Selene loved me. She would never betray me. Never let this happen to me. 
“You don’t know anything,” I snapped.
“That is my bargain, sweetheart. I’ll stop hunting your sister. I’ll even let you go. All you have to do is swear fealty to me. I’ll collect when the time comes. Do we have a deal?”
My breathing hitched. It would be so easy to lie. To make a promise and then break it. But Sere’s voice weighed in my ear: Remember what you promised me.
It had to be a trap, somehow.
I shifted, trying to find a way out that didn’t piss him off. That didn’t result in me being thrown back into that basement with Kian. I needed to buy myself some time. “Why?” I asked. “What is it that you want? Maybe if I knew, I would be more inclined to help you.”
He chuckled darkly in my ear, and I wondered if he knew exactly what I was up to. “What do you think we want, Theia?”
My name felt wrong in his mouth. But then he ran his hands back up my arms, and I fought to keep the conversation going. If he was distracted, he’d be less likely to keep touching me. “To take back your lands?” I guessed.
“You’re not thinking big enough.” His lips brushed my ear again.
My breath was starting to come quicker. It felt like I was running out of time– like something dark and unspeakable was approaching, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. I was not only afraid of the man behind me, whose hands were wandering with intent to conquer. I was afraid of what he envisioned. What else he wanted to conquer.
“Imagine a world where magic returns to the people. A world where the king doesn’t hide behind an army of stolen children. A world where you’re free of your gilded prison.”
“You want the throne,” I whispered, horrified. “High Command— they’ll— they’ll slaughter you. You want to put your people through that? Your son?”
“Your High Command already took a child from me,” he said coldly. His fingers dug into my flesh in warning.
Fuck. I switched tactics, balling my hands into fists in my lap. My ragged, unkempt nails dug into my palms so hard that they drew blood. “Let’s say I took your bargain. How do you know I won’t just go off and not come back?”
There was only silence as he breathed in my ear. I wished I could see his face. Was he angry?
Ultimately, he just laughed. “Your word means so little?”
“You don’t know me.”
“Say yes, Theia,” he murmured. And the words washed over me like bells, sickeningly sweet and melodic.
My body tensed. The word ‘no’ had been on the tip of my tongue, but now it felt like it was floating away, just beyond my grasp. Suddenly, the word ‘yes’ felt all too perfect. To agree and do his bidding? Yes. Yes. 
His bidding, my bidding. Was it not all the same?
“That’s right, little salvyre,” he purred. “Say yes. Accept the bargain.”
I couldn’t breathe. My head was a flurry of confusion, and I wasn’t sure exactly what I was fighting. Why I was fighting. My lips began to part around the word–
He will try to strike a bargain with you.
He’s very convincing.
The memory of Sere’s words struck me hard, and it was like being dunked into an ice bath.
What will you do?
Remember what you promised me.
I straightened, sucking in deep, ragged breaths as I fought the haziness. Fought against the influence that had gripped me. What the fuck? “Y-y—” I stuttered, gripping my head in my hands. I felt like I was losing it. For the first time— I was certain I would break. If he did that again— whatever that was– I would... “No! No! No!” I cried, clinging to the words like my life depended on it.
Fray circled back into my field of vision, his face a mix of curiosity and annoyance. “No?”
“No,” I hissed, chest rising and falling in quick succession.
“I see.” His features flattened. “Well, I’d hoped you wouldn’t prove to be so difficult. Think about it. You have until the end of the week.”
And then? “What happens at the end of the week?”
He whistled abruptly, and the surprise made me jump. I leaned back in my chair, heart pounding as he turned to the entrance of the tent.
A girl entered, perhaps 16 years of age, her face cool and unaffected. She glanced at me and then looked back at Fray, who nodded. Her smooth skin dimpled in a tight smile, and then she stepped back outside.
“Come,” Fray said. “There’s more I want to show you.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twelve
 
As Fray led me out of his tent, his guards holding me upright, a sense of foreboding washed over me. What had previously been a populated avenue of running children, vendors, and patrons, had become quiet and empty. Only a couple dozen adults lulled about, their faces somber.
In the center of the marketplace, a wooden pillar had been erected. It must’ve been immensely heavy, as it stood at about twelve feet tall and was wider across than I was. What had once probably been smooth wood, was now chipped and splintering.
Instinct screamed to run. That whatever they had planned for me was bad.
And so, heart racing, I whirled, arms still bound, to swing at my attackers. I managed to clock the first guard pretty hard before the other grabbed me, holding my arms down as I thrashed.
“Stop,” a firm, commanding voice bellowed at me. At the same time something sharp pressed against the center of my back, right above my tattoos. When I froze, the two men spun me back towards Fray and held me tightly.
“Bring her,” he calmly ordered the men.
No. I fought, kicking out and knocking the dagger away. The chains dug into my wrists as I thrashed.
“Come on now Theia, don’t make a scene,” a sardonic voice teased. I stiffened, meeting Kian’s gaze from across the way. He stood leaned lazily against the pillar, and seeing him, so comfortable in the morning sun, made my skin crawl.
“No!” I screamed. I fought to keep calm, to hold on to my anger and conviction, but fear plowed through, unyielding. Terror and pain stood there waiting, all grins and dead blue eyes.
No one spoke as I was dragged, fighting tooth and nail the entire way, to the enforcer.
“Hush,” he murmured once I was close enough. He reached out to tuck a strand of my messy, matted hair behind my ear.
I flinched. The guards grabbed me tighter, then yanked me until my back slammed into the pillar.
“Ah-” I choked out. “No, please no.”
Someone chuckled. And then my arms were tugged roughly upwards, the chains attached to a hook above my head. They pulled until my shoulders practically popped, and I was standing on the very tips of my toes. When they stepped away, Kian smirked.
“Look at you, all trussed up,” he cooed, his eyes twinkling. “I’m disappointed I don’t get to play today.”
I blinked wildly, chest heaving as I struggled to breathe. “What?”
But he simply grinned and shook his head.
My heart stuttered. Would they leave me here until I agreed to the bargain? My legs, already unsteady, wobbled under my weight.
“Theodora Stormfury, you are here to face judgment for your crimes,” Fray boomed, commanding the attention of the crowd. 
I jumped. He stood across the way on a small dais, his arms slightly outstretched. The crowd looked at him so somberly, that I almost laughed. My crimes? Mine? This lunatic had kidnapped me. Tortured me.
My breaths came shorter and shorter.
Desperately, I searched the faces of the crowd, hoping that perhaps I’d find sympathy. Someone had to see how crazy this was.
Over the shoulder of one of the men in the crowd, a familiar pair of honey eyes met mine.
Sere was wearing the covering over her mouth and nose again, but there was something like alarm visible in the set of her brows. I watched her take a step towards me, only to be pulled back again. She turned to Roarke and something passed between them.
“Do you deny that you murdered Klaus Ravencroft?” Fray asked. Murmurs broke out among the crowd as they all turned to where I stood, slack-jawed.
When I realized they were waiting for a reply I licked my dry lips and opened my mouth to form some sort of rebuttal.
It was self defense.
I had been attacked.
I was the victim here, not Klaus.
But no noise came out. Panic gripped me. I had already been tried and found guilty in the eyes of these people. Would anything I said make a difference?
“Do you deny it?” Fray snapped, louder this time. “Do you deny killing my trusted disciple, the loyal and wise Klaus Ravencroft?”
I shook my head no, unable to speak. The sun beat down on me as if it too were angry. More murmurs came from the crowd.
“Then I find you guilty, Theodora Stormfury. Sierra Ravencroft, you may approach.”
At the mention of her name, the same young girl from earlier stepped out of the crowd and approached Fray. She had a bow over her shoulder and a full quiver at her hip. Just as before, her face remained blank.
“There is no bringing back your father, and I am sorry. I am honored by his service. He was a good man,” Fray said simply, stepping to the side. He gestured to me. “The fate of his killer is in your hands.”
Her father. Klaus was her father. My skin was suddenly crawling and I squirmed where I stood. Too tight. The bindings were too tight.
Sierra Ravencroft slipped the bow from her shoulders with clear intent. She nocked an arrow and pulled the string taut in one fluid movement, pointing directly at me. The murmuring in the crowd hushed all at once.
This was an execution, I realized. Matteus Fray would allow this girl to kill me if I didn’t accept his bargain.
“Say it.” Sierra called out to me, her voice cold.
I gaped. Say what? I glanced at the crowd of onlookers, but there was no answer there. Sere’s eyes locked with mine.
There was a thwip. Sere’s eyes widened. Not even a second passed before there was the thunk of an arrow biting into wood and for a moment, I felt relief. She’d missed.
But as I turned my head back to Sierra— sharp pain, hot like embers, bit into my right thigh.
A swear tore through my lips as I looked down, biting back a cry as I realized the arrow had pierced a hole through my leg and dug into the wood at my back, pinning me. I could feel the warmth of blood as it began seeping into my pants.
“Say it,” Sierra snapped, and this time, I heard the emotion in her voice. She took a step forward, loading a new arrow.
“Say what?” I managed to hiss through my teeth. My legs shook, but the chains held me upright and in place. There was no shifting into a comfortable position, no slouching against the pillar.
“What you did to him. I want to hear it.”
“He attacked me,” I yelled, hissing when I lost balance. The chains bit into my wrists, snagging at the sensitive flesh. It took several sharp breaths before I was able to speak again. “I defended myself. I stabbed him.”
She growled, and released the string.
This time I couldn’t bite back the cry of pain. Her arrow tore sharply through my forearm and sunk deep into the pillar. My scream echoed down the street.
“Where?” She demanded, drawing another arrow from her quiver.
“Where?” My head was spinning. A week. Fray had told me I had a week. I met his eyes briefly past her shoulder, and found him looking all too pleased with himself.
The girl –Sierra– growled impatiently. “Where did you stab my father, bitch?”
“The chest– I– fuck.” My legs were trembling violently, and the shifting was sending bursts of agony through me so intense that the edges of my vision blackened.
A sound escaped Sierra. I forced my gaze back to her, forced myself to meet her eyes. I couldn’t tell if it was my imagination, but she appeared to be trembling too.
Time was sluggish. I was dizzy with pain. We stood locked along the fine line of life and death. One slip of her fingers and I would lose my balance; her arrow would strike through my heart. An eye for an eye.
I almost looked away. Almost decided that this was it— almost accepted my fate. I would not cave and accept a bargain with Matteus Fray.
But something inside me screamed in rebellion. Screamed at me that this was not my time– not yet. There was more for me than just this. A fire was burning inside my chest, searing me from the inside out.
I sucked in a heaving breath, and leveled a glare. Not at Sierra, but just over her shoulder and beyond– straight into Matteus Fray.
I wouldn’t beg. I wouldn’t give in. And based on the tightness in his face– the pinching of his brow– he knew it.
Sierra blinked sharply, and her face went blank again. She repositioned.
She let go.
The arrow drove cleanly into my left side, just below my ribs, and into the pillar behind me. A scream pierced the air, shredding through my lungs viciously.
Sierra Ravencroft lowered her bow.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirteen
 
When I finally woke, it was to my stomach rumbling painfully. The earth was hard beneath me, though I was pleasantly cocooned in blankets, and someone had propped a pillow under my head.
My center ached as I sat up and pushed the blankets away, but it was quickly overshadowed by surprise when I realized I was no longer wearing my blood-stained, tattered shirt. I was in someone else’s light cotton tunic. My trousers were gone too, replaced by soft shorts.
The pleasant smell of sandalwood teased my nostrils as I lifted the hem of the shirt to check on my wounds. I noted with surprise that I was wrapped in thick, clean bandages. There was no sharp pain or blood, only the dull ache of a body recovering. It seemed that with the damn chains finally off, my body had finally returned to healing normally.
I froze.
The chains were off.
They were off.
I exhaled and looked around in shock. I was in a tent.
Not the dark basement, no. And it certainly wasn’t Matteus Fray’s tent either. This tent was small and incredibly grim, the belongings few and far between. There was a makeshift table beside a couple of crates, and just beyond, there was a chest, covered in books. There was no bed, only the mat I laid upon. That was all.
Sere’s tent. It had to be.
Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted my boots, which were left neatly next to a folded pair of trousers. I reached for them, pushing to my feet and clumsily pulling them up over wobbly legs. My heart pounded in my ears. They obviously didn’t think I’d wake up so soon, otherwise they’d never have left me like this. I needed to get out while I could.
Something gleamed in the dim lantern light as I moved, and I stilled, scanning the ground. “What the fuck?” I whispered.
Right below where the trousers had been, was a small dagger. It blinked innocuously up at me, and in the dull light, my heart started to race.
Hastily, I grabbed it and tucked it into my boot, shaking my head in confusion. Had Sere left it there intentionally? For me? Why?
It didn’t really matter though, did it? The reality of the situation was a creeping, overwhelming force. I was running out of time with each second I spent here. And with that thought, anxiety flooded me so suddenly, so potently, that I had to grasp the table to keep upright. If I tried to escape and failed, they would send the enforcer. I might never leave that basement again.
I had to go now.
“You’re awake.”
I whirled, heart in my mouth, to see Sere pushing past the entrance flap. She was carrying a tray with stew, bread, and something that smelled like coffee.
She looked harmless enough, but I was already on the defensive. The magic was flowing so potently in my veins that my hands trembled. I took a step, and with an easy twist of my wrist there was a sudden explosion of icicles. They stopped inches from her face, and held in the air. 
To her credit, she barely flinched.
“What do you want?” I hissed. If she thought she was here to get the cuffs back on me, she had another thing coming.
“Well, this is my tent.” She set the tray down carefully on the table, her bare arms flexing with the movement. “And I figured you were hungry.”
Gods, I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d eaten. I stood still for a second and she took the opportunity to settle onto one of the crates, gesturing to the tray with flourish.
“Don’t play games with me,” I hissed. “How long have I been out?”
Sere nodded to the coffee. “Drink.”
“I’m not thirsty.”
“Gods Theia–” She rolled her eyes and grabbed the cup. “Not poisoned,” she insisted after taking a sip. “Now drink.”
“Don’t you dare act like my suspicion is unwarranted,” I hissed. I released the icicles and they clattered to the ground. “You’re just as bad as he is. Worse.”
She merely cocked a brow. “If I wanted you tied up or dead, you would be. We both know I wouldn’t need to resort to poison.”
My temper flared. A flush crept its way up my throat as I glared. “Unchaining me was a mistake. We’re evenly matched now, Seraphine Terrahaven.”
“Is that so?”
She leaned forward, her palms flat on the makeshift table. Her fingers were long and slender, the nails clean and kept. Fine veins protruded from the backs of her hands and carried up into her thick arms.
“You’re so very welcome for cutting you down and carrying you all the way here,” she said, cutting into my casual perusal. “For the food and blankets.” When I scowled, she rolled her eyes. “You need to drink Theia. It’s not a trick, I promise.”
I pursed my lips, but relented and grasped the cup. The dark beverage was warm, and the steam felt good on my face. It looked innocent enough.
Our eyes met. She was tired, that much was clear.
“If it’s poisoned, I’ll kill you,” I vowed. Then I took a sip and waited. The coffee coated my insides with heat, and honestly, it was divine.
When it was clear the drink wasn’t poisoned, I sighed and sat down across from her. My fingers clutched the cup, savoring the warmth.
“You’ve been out for a day.”
I nodded, unsurprised. “What time is it?”
“Eight maybe? The sun went down an hour ago.”
“I see.” I gestured to the food. “And this?”
She tore off a chunk of bread and dipped it into the stew, then popped it in her mouth. “For you. Also not poisoned.” She pushed the tray closer. Her tattoos glinted in the lantern light.
No, she certainly hadn’t had those back at the academy, I decided as I finally allowed myself to take a closer look. They were beautiful and hyperrealistic: mountains of ice, forests and skies, a city with high sloping arches, water canals and small boats. Her right arm was just as detailed– the desert morning stretching across her forearm and fading off into sloping trees, a cliff overlooking the sea, buildings and homes stacked on top of each other.
Ezuria. The seven courts. Her arms were nothing less than a homage to them.
Sere cleared her throat and I straightened awkwardly, a blush rouging my cheeks at being caught. I popped a piece of bread into my mouth and looked away.
“Someone bathed me?” I asked as I swallowed. My body had been scrubbed clean of the filth and blood of the basement. Someone had even taken the time to wash and comb out my hair. It was braided neatly down my back.
“Not me,” Sere insisted quickly, and as I glanced back in her direction, I could’ve sworn she pinked. “Roarke’s mate. She’s a healer too. She helped get you patched up.”
“Kind of her to do, after you all strung me up like meat.” I paused, then blinked in surprise. “Wait. You said his mate?” Surely, I had misheard.
Sere nodded.
I leaned back. “You’re serious?”
“Deadly.”
I let that sink in. According to the stories, everyone had a mate out there, someone whose spirit perfectly mirrored their own. Long ago, it was something highly coveted. Something precious.
Now though? It wasn’t much more than a legend. A phenomenon accepted to be nothing more than that— heard of, but never seen. After all, the bond could only be awakened if both people possessed magic. And since magic had become restricted? The odds of coming across one’s mate were zero to none. In all my life, I only knew of one other person who had found their mate.
My mentor, Dyleth. Her mate was another sage at the academy. She’d talked about him before. I suddenly wished I’d paid more attention.
I frowned at the wistfulness I felt as I remembered my mentor. Sere would have known her too, if even just in passing. It was weird to think about– she’d so closely shared my experiences, and yet had ended up here, across the table from me in a rebel encampment.
I banished those thoughts by lifting my coffee and taking another sip. By spooning stew into my mouth. Food was strength. Something I needed if I was going to get out of here. I had no intention of finding out what waited for me at the end of Matteus Fray’s week.
A long, tense silence passed between us as I ate. The food was tasteless, but I was in no position to complain. And the silence gave me the space to think. To plan.
Sere watched me, her face stoic. Unreadable. It heightened my nerves, put me on the defensive. And so, when I finished my meal, I put my spoon down surreptitiously, and I made my move.
It was quick. My magic was still pulsing with renewed vigor and in a single fluid movement I froze her hands in a block of ice to the table, effectively restraining her. Before she could so much as blink, I leaned in and pressed my dagger against the vulnerable skin of her throat. “Don’t scream,” I murmured.
“Wasn’t going to.”
Her eyes were hard, but her shoulders stayed relaxed. She didn’t fight my hold, though I knew she certainly could have.
I cocked a brow. It was too easy.
“What’s your angle?” I demanded. “You can give me all the stew you want, but I don’t know anything about an oracle and I won’t be making any bargains.”
“I’m not here for that,” she snapped, and finally, finally, something sparked in her eyes.
“Then why are you here, helping me?” I pressed the dagger in as I spoke, and blood welled under the blade. She didn’t flinch, didn’t so much as blink as she stared me down. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. “What do you want, Seraphine?”
“Look in the bag and find out.” She said simply, and kicked a small knapsack away from her legs. It brushed against my foot but I stayed still, refusing to look away. Honey swirled furiously in her eyes, so intensely alive that I was momentarily knocked off kilter. It was a battle of wills– who would look away first.
With a growl of frustration, I gave in and tore my gaze away to the bag at my feet. It was a leather knapsack, packed tight and bulging.
“Don’t move,” I warned as I ducked. She scoffed as I flicked the bag open with the dagger.
My breath caught. Inside was dried meat, a water pouch, clothes, and a few other things– packed to salvyre perfection, just as Arderiah would’ve taught her. It had everything I needed to get back home. I could take this bag now and be out of here.
“You’re helping me escape.” I hesitated. “Why?”
“Because I can.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Why fake your death and join the rebels?” I knew Vas and Dimitri would be screaming at me that it didn’t matter. That I had everything I needed to get out and that I should do just that. Now. But something kept me. “What the fuck is your goal here?”
She stared up at me, lips pressed in a thin line.
“Even if he had an oracle’s help, do you really think he stands a chance against High Command?” I hissed. “People will die if he keeps this up. Innocent people.”
“You’re right,” she agreed, her voice low and detached. It didn’t match the fire in her eyes. It didn’t make sense. “Innocent people will die.”
“And what are you, his mercenary?” I asked hotly. She had once been a soldier of Ezuria. A fucking good one too. Now she traipsed along its borders, using the skills she’d honed at Arderiah to bite the very hand that fed her. How could she? “What about your salvyre? Your family?”
“Just take the bag and go, Theia,” she warned. “There’s a town east of here. Go.”
But I couldn’t.
“Come with me,” I demanded. The words escaped before I’d even processed them. I leaned in closer. “You can help Ezuria take him down. We can fight this.”
She opened her mouth once, then closed it again. Her expression turned cold. Honey hardened. “Just go, Theia. You won’t get another chance.”
Why did the idea of leaving without her feel so innately wrong? Had I lost it? Irritation prickled. It shouldn’t matter. And yet–
“He’ll kill you for helping me,” I pointed out.
She laughed mirthlessly. “No, little doe. He won’t.” And of this she seemed sure. Her lips twitched and she leaned back, the ice cracking away from her hands. She shook them, fingers flexing. “He’ll do worse.”
She rose to her full height, and her face became shadowed in the dim tent, lines etching deep into her face. She looked tired. Weary.
Resigned.
“Sere–”
In a flash of light, fire exploded up and down her arms. She took a step forward and I took one back, nearly tripping over the bag.
“Go, Theia,” she commanded. And this time, there was no room for arguing. “Go before I stop you.”
 
The desert air was cool under the moon’s gaze. As I darted from shadow to shadow, I could feel my power vibrating in my veins. For the first time in days— weeks? months?— however long it had been, I felt strong. Capable.
People moved through the camp lazily as they prepared for bed, unbothered and carefree. I crept as quietly as I could past the empty stalls and booths. The tent flaps that had been tied open earlier were now closed, fluttering gently in the nearly imperceptible breaths of wind. 
East. Sere had said there was a town east of here. I just needed to get out of the encampment and then I could get my bearings. Then I would figure out my next move.
The dry ground cracked obnoxiously under my boots, but it was a fairly dark night, and I was able to move without too much fear of being spotted. I had no idea what Sere had told Fray. No idea if this was some sort of elaborate trap, and I was about to be grabbed again. So I kept my eyes peeled and my dagger in hand as I crept, breathing a sigh of relief as the tents became fewer and farther between. I just needed to get past the plains and into the mountains by daylight, and I was clear.
A sharp snap sounded behind me.
I ducked and spun on the balls of my feet, just in time for an arrow to whiz by my head. My body jumped into action. With refined movements I tossed my dagger into the air and carefully caught the sharp end between my fingers. Like a spring coiled, I stood poised and ready to let the weapon fly as I scanned the darkness for my attacker. This far out, there were no lanterns, but my eyes had already adjusted to the pale moonlight. Energy pulsed through me, waiting for release.
I heard the distinct sound of someone nocking an arrow and turned swiftly.
Sierra.
“Don’t,” I warned, taking in her attire. She was dressed in all black, leather straps crossing her forearms and waist. Not terribly unsimilar to the uniform of salvyre, I noted.
“Careful now,” she said slowly, her voice icy. “The other guards will hear you.”
I flexed the fingers of my free hand, testing the air for moisture. The desert night was dry and there wasn’t much, but it would be enough. Klaus’ eyes flashed through my head as I stared at his daughter. Dread filled my stomach. There was no yield in her gaze.
“I’ll come back with you,” I lied, hoping to appease her. I lifted my hands slowly. “Just put the bow down.”
Silence. I tried to read her body gestures. Her face. But it was dark and she was indecipherable.
“I’ll come with you,” I repeated.
She scoffed. “I’m not an idiot.”
“You’re not.” I agreed. “I never thought you were.”
“I know they went to take you. I know you were defending yourself,” she continued as if I hadn’t spoken.
“I-“
“But he was my father,” she all but growled. “I spared you once because Fray asked me to, but I owe you no such second courtesy. Tell me, where do you want my arrow? Your heart? Your eye?”
She was so young, was all I could think. So young and so hurt. Practically a child. I swallowed, not knowing what to say.
Sierra straightened, and I registered the movement with pinpricks of alarm up my flesh. I immediately grabbed from the air, slicing a ribbon of ice across my body just in time to block the arrow. It splintered on impact, and I let the ice fall to the ground.
I didn’t pause to weigh my options. Didn’t wait for Sierra to even register that her arrow hadn’t made its target. In one clean, fluid motion, my dagger flew through the air.
It bit into Sierra’s skull with an audible thud.
Unlike her father, she dropped instantly. There was no squirming, no gasping for breath. Just the thump of her body against the earth. The only other sound was the hiss of air from between my teeth.
Adrenaline coursed through me as I crept quietly back to where Sierra had fallen, and knelt down beside her. The dagger was sheathed deep into her skull, right between the eyes. They were open, glossy and unfocused. Nausea gripped me.
You don’t have time, that voice in my head whispered. You have to reach the mountains by daylight.
With shaky hands, I gently pushed the thin, warm skin of her eyelids shut. I grasped the handle of the dagger and pulled it free, a full body shudder tearing through me as it squelched.
No time. No time. I repeated it in my head like a mantra, willing it to numb me, forcing myself to go into that safe corner of my mind I’d so often recessed into during Kian’s sessions.
I pried the quiver and bow from Sierra’s dead fingers and stood. My trousers, laden with blood, clung to my knees.
I started east.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fourteen
 
My pace was swift as I made my way through the desert. The ground became softer underfoot the further I traveled from the encampment and my thighs burned as my heels sunk into the earth.
There were no roads out here. No shelter, no civilization. No trees or water. I knew it would stay that way until I crossed back into the Red Court. Sere had said to go east— but Gods only knew how far. So I kept my jog even, periodically checking the stars to make sure I was going the right way.
I quickly learned that my body was not what it had been. My legs were unsteady, my lungs weak. The only thing that kept me at my brutal pace was the knowledge that with daylight, came visibility. I was racing the sun.
I had no choice but to push harder, run faster.
Above me, the moon seemed to glimmer in approval.
 
I ran in the desert for two days. Maybe longer? I wasn’t entirely sure; the heat was blistering. My head was swimming in it. Even up in the mountains, it was unseasonably hot.
I’d taken off my shirt and stuffed it into my bag, along with the bandage that had been wrapped around my waist. Every scarred inch of my skin was coated in sweat.
I had no idea if I’d even crossed the border yet. And while I’d done plenty of work with wilderness training in Arderiah, I could sense my body breaking down. Water wasn’t a problem, because even the dry air had enough moisture that I could refill the water skin when I focused. But the meat would only last me another day or two at most, and the blazing sun was taking its toll. I needed shelter.
By mid-afternoon my head was spinning so much that I had to sit down. It wasn’t a graceful break– I tumbled into the ground, elbows digging into sharp rocks and dirt. I groaned and rolled onto my back, blackness trickling into my vision and nausea twisting in my gut.
The town was still out of eye-range. I was lost, I knew, somewhere in the mountains. The rebels could be hot on my tail. They could find me at any moment.
I waited for the anxiety to come. For it to take me back down to that basement, to Kian’s knives and grins.
But it didn’t.
My limbs were heavy, and Gods, everything hurt. Perhaps I’d die of exposure before the rebels could find me anyway. That thought was oddly reassuring, so I leaned back and threw an arm across my eyes. Dirt stuck to my sweat slicked skin, and I felt it crust between my lips.
A bit of rest couldn’t hurt, I told myself. Perhaps I’d die in my sleep.
 
Fray was pacing the tent, his expression unreadable. I was standing before him, along with a group of men in fighting leathers. He gave one of them a sharp look, then gestured to another. They all shuffled out.
Once gone, Fray sat slowly into his chair and shook his head.
We were in his tent. It was the same round table we’d sat at when he offered me his bargain. My eyes drifted to the corner where his child’s toys were.
“Sierra probably tried to pursue her on her own,” I found myself saying in a voice that didn’t belong to me. It was familiar— husky. “I’m sorry. If I’d realized… I could’ve stopped her.”
Fray rolled his shoulders and sat back, reaching into his desk and pulling out a cigar. “It is not your mistake, Seraphine.” He sighed, reaching for his lighter. The metal sparked the cigar, and the smell of Traproot filled the air. “Sierra knew better. No matter. The girl will be back soon.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Gods, I’m tense.” He sighed again, and gestured to the floor in front of him. “Come. On your knees.”
 
Something hard hit my cheek, and I lurched back into consciousness.
My head spun sharply, the world blurring, my body slick with sweat and chills. A dream– I had been dreaming.
Through Sere’s eyes. What was that?
Heart pounding wildly, I took in the hard rock, the hot sun. The light was harsh, but as I squinted something shifted and blocked it out. My brows tugged together as I processed the blurry figure crouched before me in the sand. They were all hazy shadows, and if not for the pounding in my head, I would’ve thought I was still dreaming.
“Are you okay?” A soft voice asked. Their eyes –one a deep violet, the other a golden brown— were full of concern. I must’ve looked a step above death, I was sure.
I tried to answer, but my throat was too dry. My lips cracked around empty words.
“Hold on.”
My eyes followed their movement as they reached for the water skin at their waist. The familiar black of their salvyre leathers registered, and with it came so much relief that I nearly collapsed back into the ground. They had three patches lined up above their right breast: the Red Court and salvyre emblems, and then a black coyote patch— the symbol of the Southern Forces.
I had made it back into the Red Court.
Strong arms caught me as I sagged, and distantly, someone swore.
“Drink,” came the first voice. I couldn’t see them clearly— not with my vision blurring again. They helped me take the water skin and lift it to my lips. Cool, clean water unglued my tongue and soothed the burning in my throat.
“Thank you,” I managed.
“What are you doing all the way out here?” They asked. Their vibrant, miss-matched eyes scanned my face, took in my overheated pink skin and ragged scars. Their voice– their blurry face and eyes– was vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t quite place them. My mind was still spinning.
I licked my lips and lifted a hand to rub my throbbing temple. “My name is Theia Stormfury. I was taken by rebels,” I rasped. The hands holding me stilled. “I escaped— I– I don’t know how long it’s been.”
A shadow fell over us and the soldier before me glanced up. My gaze followed.
“Back up Jasper.”
The shadow didn’t waver. “You’re the one that was taken all the way back near Arderiah? The salvyre?”
“Jasper. Enough.” The first one reprimanded. I blinked at them, struggling to see past the haziness. The one in front of me shifted. “Ignore him. My name is Ariadne. Arderiah, 92nd class. Do you remember me?”
“Ariadne?” The name was familiar.
Oh. Oh.
Those eyes. I knew them. Of course I did. The Gods sure had a twisted sense of humor.
Back in the day, I’d had the biggest crush on Ariadne. They were tall and broad shouldered, strong in a way I’d always found attractive. And their smile? It lit up a room.
I was still living in the junior quarters when they graduated, but Atlas and I had gushed over them from afar on more than one occasion.
Yes, I definitely remembered Ariadne.  Their hair was longer now, but cropped short on one side. It suited them.
“You’re a shadow walker,” I recalled as I beheld them. They had the ability to blend into shadows. To become nearly invisible to the eye and move about undetected.
“Yes,” they confirmed. Their frown deepened. “Are you hurt? Can you stand?”
Instinctively, I started to push myself up. Ariadne reached out to put my arm over their shoulder, but when my knees started to buckle, another set of hands came to support me.
“I was looking for a town,” I told them. My vision whirled again, and I blinked furiously. “Somewhere east…”
“There’s a town an hour east of here by horseback. We’ll pass it on the way back to the fort,” Ariadne told me. They frowned. “Gods, if it wasn’t for Jasper, we might’ve never stumbled across you…”
But my mind had already drifted. Sere had been telling the truth. For some reason, that felt important.
My head throbbed as I tried to think. Why had she helped me get out? She’d made me promise not to ally with Fray. Promise not to take his deal. Why?
“...perhaps a few hours from here.”
“Which fort are you stationed at?” I asked.
“Ember.” Ariadne replied. “Let’s get you on a horse. We need to get you to a healer.”
Fort Ember. Ariadne. Gods, it was like I’d been doused by a bucket of cold water. I turned back to Ariadne, squinting past the swirling spots. “Gods— you’re– you’re Sere’s salvyre.”
Beside me, Ariadne stiffened. Jasper said something, but my head was swirling again, and I couldn’t quite hear him. “Ugh,” I groaned. My knees shook, and despite my best efforts, I crumpled.
“Fuck, Kal–”
“I have her.”
But their words came out thick– wrong. And I was so weak, it was becoming hard to even keep my head up.
“Hey, stay awake,” came a sharp voice. A stony Jasper gripped my chin and beside me, Ariadne growled something unintelligible. I blinked, and then an annoyed-looking woman –Aeryn, I recalled feverishly– was pulling him back.
“Wherearetheykeepingher?” He growled, and I blinked, struggling to comprehend the flurry of words. My head lolled against Ariadne’s shoulder.
“Stay with us, Theia,” someone was saying. But my vision was tunneling, and they sounded underwater.
“Did you see Seraphine?” Jasper yelled desperately. “Was she there?”
“One of them,” was all I managed, the words garbled and foreign. And then their voices were too far away, and the world was dark once more.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifteen
 
When I stirred, I was in a small cot. The room was unfamiliar. An older man was shuffling through a cabinet, humming under his breath as bottles clinked together. The blanket on me rustled as I brushed it back, and at the noise he turned and grinned, moving with surprising swiftness to my side.
“Welcome to Fort Ember, Theodora Stormfury,” he said by way of greeting. His voice was tinged with a northern accent.
I blinked past my grogginess. “Um, thanks.”
When I started to sit up he raised his hands. “Hold on, salvyre. I’ve already healed the worst of your wounds, but I want to do a more thorough exam if you don’t mind. My name is Ulrik. I’m the fort’s healer.”
“Oh. Yeah, that’s fine,” I rasped, glancing around the room. It was surprisingly sparse for an infirmary. There were a few shelves lined with supplies, a row of cots, and a cupboard beside some chairs. It was drab and dusty, and made the infirmary back at Arderiah seem like a palace. Still, the older healer moved with enthusiasm and grace, as if this workspace was all he desired.
Fort Ember was one of the smaller handful of forts located along the border. There were at most a hundred soldiers stationed, and to my knowledge they were all enlisters, save for Ariadne and her team.
Sere’s team.
My salvyre could one day be assigned here too, if everything went to plan. Elys had mentioned a while back that Fort Ember had an opening listed.
I studied the healer, whose thin, liver-spotted skin looked far too delicate for the relic tattoo curling up his neck, as his hands moved with careful slowness along my arms. He lifted the blanket to look at my legs.
“You seem to be doing well,” he remarked. “You were quite dehydrated when we brought you in. Malnourished.” His gaze lifted to mine, but didn’t press for details.
“I feel much better,” I assured. And it wasn’t even a lie. For the first time in days, black spots didn’t dance along the edges of my vision. I ached, sure, but felt fairly confident I could get back on my feet and stay standing. “How long have I been asleep?”
He shrugged. “Half a day, maybe? Ariadne brought you in a few hours ago.”
“Oh.” I exhaled awkwardly. “Well, thank you for the help.”
“Of course.” He thumbed a scar on my knee. “You’ve been the talk of the fort, you know.”
Perfect. “Is that so?”
“Oh yes.” He continued, “the rebels have developed quite the reputation. People don’t just… escape.” 
“I did,” I said. The words were quick and defensive, and my cheeks warmed.
His hands stilled. “So it seems.”
I’d gotten myself out, I reminded myself. Or rather, Sere had. I recalled my dream from the desert, recalled how my skin had crawled as I’d watched Matteus Fray through her eyes.
My gut twisted. What if that dream meant something? Had I been reading the situation wrong? What if Sere, in her own way, was his prisoner, too?
It couldn’t be possible. Could it? If not her own volition, then what could’ve brought her to serve a man like that? What, possibly, could Matteus Fray have on her?
“Are you okay?” The older man asked.
A good question.
“Yes.” And it was the truth, right? I was free. I would make sure Fray paid for what he did. What his enforcer did.
They would die for wanting to use me to get to my sister. For hurting me.
I let myself imagine it. Doing to them everything they’d done to me. The thoughts were violent enough that I closed my eyes, trying to steady my breathing. Getting upset would do no good. My purpose was my salvyre. I would go back, and get them ready. We would graduate. Then we would come out here and make things right.
I exhaled, and opened my eyes again. I was calmer.
Ulrik’s hands were gentle as he continued my examination, his face neutral as he touched the healing lines along my torso. When he got to my back, his hands paused, and I blurted out the first question I could think of.
“How old are you?”
If Ulrik found my question rude, he hid it behind a weathered laugh. His hands resumed their careful inspection, skipping past the scars I knew horribly disfigured my flesh. “I’m 306. Why do you ask?”
My jaw nearly hit the floor. A relic, indeed. His lips twitched as I searched for my composure, then finally spluttered, “I was just curious.”
“Many are too scared to ask,” He mused. As he spoke his knobby fingers came to rest flatly on the center of my spine. A prickly heat expanded from his touch, and I stiffened. “The discomfort will pass shortly,” he assured.
“I’m fine.”
“It’s strange to think the oldest salvyre are only what, just over 120?” He wondered aloud. “To you, things have always been this way. But a hundred years is nothing to an old man like me.”
The prickly feeling was spreading down into my legs and up my neck. It tickled, like thousands of tiny thorns were being poked into my skin.
“What made you enlist?” Nowadays, relics generally lived a secluded life. Most had been killed in the years following the Great War, and those who’d survived generally preferred to stay out of the public eye. They certainly didn’t enlist.
Ulrik gave me a toothy grin. “Some days, I wonder the same thing.”
I almost smiled back. Almost.
“When I was your age,” he continued, “sacrifices were made willingly for those like me, who had expressed a heightened interest in healing. From their sacrifice came my magic, which bettered the village. It would be dishonorable to let these gifts go to waste.”
I frowned. “How old were you when you got your magic?”
He grinned, and patted my hand. “Older than you are now.”
My brows furrowed. For all intents and purposes, I had always been this way. Salvyre were babies when they got their magic. I couldn’t imagine living so long without it, then going through such a big change as an adult.
“What if it wasn’t Loux who blessed you?” I asked, cocking my head to the side. “Seems like a gamble. You could’ve ended up like me, with water magic.”
Ulrik shrugged. “That happened sometimes. But we always found use for our magicked people. We believed magic was sacred, to be used in light and without desire.” He paused, and his expression darkened. “To use magic for harm? For war?” Another pause. “No.”
I shifted at his implication. “To become a salvyre is a blessed thing, too. We keep our people safe. The idea is to prevent war and harm.”
He shrugged noncommittally. “Perhaps you’re right. Ariadne and her team are good people. But after everything I’ve seen…” he shook his head. “Things cannot continue this way. A reckoning is coming.”
A reckoning. He had no idea.
Or perhaps he did.
“Those are dangerous thoughts,” I warned.
He grinned again, and his teeth glinted. “Perhaps. But as I’m sure you’ve noticed, things are different out here than they are in Arderiah. An old man like me can’t afford to ignore the signs.”
“The signs?”
“More and more people like you-- going missing. More attacks. The burnings.” He spoke slowly, as if he was speaking to a toddler. “I do my part. But it's coming, Theodora Stormfury. And how can I not resent magic being used for harm, when my purpose is healing?”
“You shouldn’t say such things.” I licked my lips as I searched for words, as I struggled to process what he was saying. “You may resent the salvyre and High Command, but they’re trying to keep the peace. The rebels are hardly pacifists, in case you didn’t notice.” I gestured vaguely to my body. To the scars Kian had carved into me.
The old healer bowed his head. “Oh, please don’t mistake my criticism for disloyalty. After all the rebels have done? No. My place is here, helping how I can.” He paused, then said quieter, “may Mora judge them justly.”
“Mora damn them eternally.”
Ulrik cleared his throat, but he didn’t disagree. He turned back to his cabinet, and began fishing around through bottles again. “I know it's in here. Hmm.” He sighed, then glanced back. “I haven’t felt a spirit like yours in a long time. I have something in here that will help you.”
I blinked. “What do you mean?”
“Such a small tether, but it’s there. I know I have it…” He grunted to himself. “Ah!” He turned and held up a small bottle of leaves. “Found it.”
My brows rose. “And that is?”
He gave me a gentle pat on the knee. “Your wounds have healed up. I’ve done all I can, but scars will remain.” When I didn’t answer, he continued, pressing the bottle of leaves into my palm. “I recommend a warm dinner and cup of tea. Let it steep for at least five minutes before drinking, okay? Your spirit needs to heal too.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sixteen
 
The desert sky wrapped night around me like a blanket. It was bright with stars, the moon heavy and full. I stretched my arms out wider in the sand, sighing softly at the tingling of the lunar energy.
Footsteps sounded beside me, but I chose not to look up. The moon was warming me like a sun would, and I was content to continue to soak up its rays. It was intoxicating. Consuming.
“Theia,” a voice said softly. It was familiar, deep with something I couldn’t recognize.
I frowned, but didn’t move. I didn’t want to place the voice. Didn’t want to leave the comfort of the soft sand. The night air was warm, the breeze gentle. It was delicious against my skin. 
“Theia,” the voice repeated.
Annoyance fluttered through me. Wasn’t it clear I didn’t wish to be disturbed? Frowning, I sat up and turned. The soft sleeveless nightdress I wore shifted with the movement, and briefly, I was distracted by the feeling of warm earth dragging under my fingertips. Of soft cotton swishing against my skin. But then a shift in shadows caught my attention, and I glanced up.
“Sere?” Confusion gripped me as I took in her large, somber form. She was dressed in all black, her shirt sleeves rolled up to reveal strong, inked forearms. She towered over me like Tenei himself, God of shadows and darkness.
As I watched she knelt in the sand, her long legs folding beneath her so we were eye level. The scar on her brow glinted in the moonlight, and I found myself reaching out mindlessly, softly pressing my fingertips to it.
“What happened here?” I asked.
She shook her head and gently took my hand, pulling it away from her face. Honey eyes locked with mine, burning flames of something heady like fine whiskey. I felt drunk on the moon's rays, on the kiss of violet stars and vibing aurora. Her gaze was igniting.
Her hand was still folded around mine, firm and callused. My brows tugged together— but I didn’t pull away. It felt inexplicably… familiar. I frowned. I should find it odd. Shouldn’t I?
“You’re alive,” Sere murmured, something indistinguishable flashing through her face.
“Of course I am.” Alive. I tugged my hand out of hers, fighting against the blanket of haziness that seemed to shroud us. Vaguely, I recalled our final interactions. Freezing her to her table and her rising, all fire, all captain. Her handing me a bag and sending me away into the night.
“Why did you help me?” I demanded, brows furrowing. I tried to search my memory for clues— for reason. But everything was so soft, so warm.
Her expression became guarded. She opened her mouth, then closed it again. Finally, she said, “I can’t answer that.”
“That’s not very helpful.”
A huff of frustration escaped her, and she settled back onto the ground. Her long legs stretched out beside mine, and I couldn’t help but notice the way she made me look and feel positively small.
“I wish I could,” she sighed, so softly I barely heard it.
The frustration in her tone tugged at something inside me. It was too minute, too far away to grasp. So I cocked my head at her, studying the shadows of her profile. “Why can’t you?” I prodded.
She glanced at me and shook her head.
“So what?” I cocked a brow. “I suppose I owe you a thanks, then?”
At that, her jaw clenched tight. “Don’t,” she warned.
I turned back to the desert, watching the space where the land faded into the night. Silence stretched between us, heavy with what was unsaid. I felt the brushing of magic against my skin, along my back and thighs. The lunar kiss along the bridge of my nose.
But none of it held a candle to the presence of the woman beside me. And the longer we sat there, the more aware of her I became.
I didn’t realize I had moved until our fingers brushed. Her skin was a shock of warmth against mine. I started to pull away, embarrassed, but she stopped me, trapping my hand with hers.
Once more, something tugged at the fringes of my consciousness– still just beyond reach.
And then her other hand rose up above us, and I was overcome by awe as she twirled a clear ribbon of water around her long fingers. A lick of fire burst from her knuckle, and then together, the flame and water curled delicately down to her elbow.
My lips parted at the sight. Wonder washed over me, along with something warm. Something right. It was so sudden and potent that I stopped breathing.
I was hyper aware of where our skin touched. Of the goosebumps that pricked my arms and the weight of her eyes on my face.
“Theia,” she warned. And that was all I heard before she, ever so gently,   turned my palm up, and touched her hand —all fire and ice— to mine.
Energy flowed through me and I gasped at the sensation. Ribbons swirled past my wrist and down to my elbow. Fire and ice— delicate little tendrils of magic, tugged at something entirely inner and integral, and tied us together. I could feel it burning me— freezing me, winding into my breath and deep down into the core of who I was.
“I–” I started, but then stopped. Her honey eyes blazed into mine, alight with a fire I knew but had no words for. I barely noticed her hand leave mine, and then she was cupping my cheek, tilting my chin up so it was level with hers.
All rational thought escaped me. Any surfacing confusion on why we were here or how– gone. Her allegiance– mine– none of it seemed to matter. It was only Sere, and the ribbons of fire and ice that were still swirling up my arm. Fire and ice. Our magic flowed like electricity in the air– and rather than I control it, –in that moment– it felt like it controlled me.
“Sere?” I murmured weakly, and I found myself leaning forwards, vibrating with the need to be closer. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t even remember my name.
Her hand dropped and grabbed mine again, and the ribbons of our power vanished in a hiss of smoke. It didn’t lessen the intensity— their presence remained, fiery and icy and all-consuming.
Tension hung between us and I realized that all I wanted was to close the distance. To see just how much energy could flow between us if we let it. Under the moonlight, her cheekbones were razor sharp, casting shadows down the sides of her face. The slit in her brow, the hardness of her hand in mine– she was a warrior. A fighter.
She had fought me. She had fought for me.
It didn’t make any sense.
Something in my lower stomach tightened, and I fought against the clouds of hazy desire, trying to find my rationality.
Again, I felt that tugging at the fringes of my consciousness. The tugging towards something clear and palpable.
“When you wake up,” Sere breathed, and I could feel her breath on my lips. She was no more than an inch away. I could close the distance easily. I wanted to. “Remember this.”
“Huh?” My brain was cloudy. I struggled to comprehend what she was saying. All I wanted to do was kiss her. I breathed deeply to clear my head, but instead filled my nose with the smell of earthy sandalwood and smoke– a smell that was entirely Sere’s– and my mind swirled.
“Remember this.”
 
My eyes fluttered open. I found myself squinting in the harsh light that was pouring in through the open window, and was briefly disoriented. I was in a bed, the blanket crisp and starchy against my skin. It took me a moment to get my bearings— to recall where I was and why.
I knew I’d been asleep– that I’d been dreaming, but I couldn’t recall the details. Bits and pieces lingered as I sat up– Sere, flames twisting around a ribbon of water. Her leaning close, and me wanting her closer. Gods, I must really be losing it.
After I had been seen by the healer yesterday, I’d met with the commander and Ariadne, his lieutenant. I walked them through what happened, marking on a map where I was taken and about where I guessed the rebel encampment to be. I’d told them about Matteus Fray, about the rows of tents and buildings that curled around the river. About Sierra and Klaus. About Kian. About Sere.
Ariadne had looked positively gutted to learn of their sister’s betrayal. But who was I to comfort them? All I could offer was the knowledge that even though their old captain had sat by as I was tortured and brutalized, she’d at least also helped me escape.
I’d been gone for nearly a month, I’d learned. I’d spent weeks in that basement with Kian. Weeks away from Arderiah.
A sharp knock at my door jolted me from my thoughts. I smoothed the starchy nightclothes they’d given me so they looked somewhat presentable, then opened the door.
“Oh, good morning.” It wasn’t Ariadne or the commander, but Jasper.
His eyes raked me up and down once, and I shifted uncomfortably. When his gaze lingered where it shouldn’t, I cleared my throat.
“Morning,” he echoed, a beat too late.
After everything that had transpired over the last month, Jasper blatantly checking me out was so shocking and abhorrent, that it was almost funny.
“Do you need something?” I asked as evenly as I could.
“Yeah,” he said. “High Command is here to bring you back to Arderiah.”
“Now?” High Command was here. For me. And I was standing out here like a fool, still dressed for bed. What time was it?
“The commander and Ariadne are briefing them first. Should take a bit. You have time,” he added quickly.
“I’ll get dressed. Thanks.” I started to close the door, but he reached out and caught it.
He gestured over my shoulder to the dresser. “Is that Diadys tea?”
I glanced back at the empty mug. “I don’t know. The healer gave it to me.”
“Yeah. Ulrik swears by the stuff. Thinks it’s good for the spirit. He’s not supposed to give it out anymore, but… Well, Ariadne should’ve warned you.” He grinned mischievously. “You drink it before bed and it’ll give you the wildest dreams. But mixed with ale? Crazy. Kal and I used to drink it before we’d go out. Eventually Seraphine caught on though and damn, she whooped our asses. Worth it though.” 
My cheeks flushed at the mention of Sere, as I recalled the dream I’d had. “Right. Well, I guess I should thank him. It knocked me out.”
Jasper lifted a thick hand and gripped the threshold, leaning in to search my face. When he spoke, his voice had dropped an octave. “So… No freaky dreams?”
Oh Gods. This was really happening. Sere’s brother was hitting on me. The Gods were having a laugh at my expense, I was sure.
“Wow,” I deadpanned. “You’re shameless.”
He shrugged, still grinning. “Pretty girls don’t come around here often.”
“You realize I’m still recovering from a brush with captivity, weeks of being tortured and all that?” I cocked a brow. “And, for the record, I prefer women. So you can fuck off.”
Jasper held his hands up in mock surrender. “Alright. Fuck. Noted.”
I shouldered the door, forcing him to take a step back. “I’d hate to think you’re actually wasting my time with this shit right now.”
Under my glare, his cheeks pinked. He exhaled a whistle. “Okay, yeah.” He said, then cleared his throat awkwardly. “I’m sorry. But I did want to catch you before you left. I was kind of hoping you could tell me a bit about Matteus Fray. And… Sere.”
I snorted. “Could’ve led with that.”
“I see that now."
“I already told Ariadne and the commander pretty much everything.”
Jasper frowned. “I want to know who I’m hunting.”
He said it so quickly, so casually, that it took a moment to register. “Hunting?” I repeated, and then I regarded him. What had originally struck me as a casual, arrogant stance suddenly read as tense and impatient. Almost subconsciously, I reached behind the door to the small desk and grabbed my dagger. I held it behind the wooden frame, keeping my expression neutral.
I would not be caught off guard– never again.
Sere’s brother nodded. “Now that we have a general location, High Command’s having us lead an assault.”
Dread churned in my gut for the briefest of seconds as I recalled the children I’d seen running up and down the mainstreet at the rebel settlement. As I recalled Roarke, tenderly cleaning up my wounds each morning. Sere, who –despite being a traitor– had helped me escape. What would become of them?
I reminded myself that the rebels had attacked our people before. Had killed our people. I owed them nothing. And the children? Surely, they would be fine. Right?
“I see,” I murmured. “Well, it’s like I told them. Fray is average looking. Dark hair, dark eyes. If he has magic, he didn’t use it around me. Some of his soldiers do, but I don’t think many.” I shrugged. “He was probably six inches taller than me or so. Arrogant. Cunning.”
He muttered something and looked away. A vein in his neck throbbed as he clenched his teeth.
“What?”
“I want to kill him.”
Well, that makes two of us. I sighed, then held my door open wider. I gestured inside with my knife.
“If you want to come in, I’ll tell you what I know,” I said. “But– hit on me again and I’ll gut you.”
He eyed my blade. “Yes ma’am.”
 
I took a seat on my bed and let my legs stretch out in front of me, feeling the stiffness as my hamstrings pulled. I may have been healed, but Gods, my entire body still ached.
Jasper pulled the chair away from the desk and sat awkwardly, facing me. As he sat he rolled his sleeves up, revealing the expanse of tattoos that covered his forearms. For a moment I was so reminded of Sere that I paused by the bed, blinking back memories.
“So…” He began.
“I get the feeling I’m being spared details,” I told him, and pushed a strand of hair away from my face. “I’ll tell you about Fray, but I want to know what’s going on. What’s the deal with the rebels? How bad are things out here?”
Jasper frowned. “Bad. I’ve seen some crazy shit since we’ve been stationed. Ashridge is aware of what’s happening, but I think he’s trying to avoid a panic.”
Lord Ashridge. High Commander of the Red Court. The Silver-Clawed Shifter. “What do you mean?”
He shrugged. “The rebels are nothing new. You know this. Their presence has ebbed and flowed for the last hundred years. According to Ashridge, it’s just a spike. It will get better again with time.” He gave me a look that implied he did not share that sentiment. “But there’s been an uptick in attacks along the border. People are going missing. Three towns have been raided. I can’t see it getting better anytime soon.”
Something occurred to me. “Ulrik mentioned burnings?”
Jasper’s features hardened. “After raiding a town, they burn it. No witnesses. Not until you.”
That settled heavy between us. It wasn’t hard to imagine that the same woman who had burned those towns was also the one who had secured my escape. Jasper’s sister. His captain. Sere.
My gut churned. Three towns.
“Matteus Fray talked about typical stuff you’d expect of the rebels. Anti-salvyre. Didn’t love the king very much, wants to 'fix' the kingdom,” I told him.
He nodded. “Any plans?”
I shrugged. “Didn’t talk about specifics in front of me. Sometimes Kian would talk about ‘when Matteus is king' and ‘when Ezuria is ours.’ Shit like that. But he was a bit unhinged, so…”
The shifter’s brows furrowed. “Who’s Kian?”
There was a pause.
“He was… Fray’s enforcer,” I settled with. “His brother. He… did Fray’s dirty work.”
Jasper seemed to understand what I left unsaid. He straightened, then nodded.
“They wanted my sister. Selene,” I continued. “I think they were watching me. That night I was taken. Watching all of us. The way they grabbed me– I wasn’t even in my salvyre leathers. Shouldn’t have been recognizable.” I frowned as I said that out loud. “They thought if they planned to take Selene directly, she’d see it coming. So they took me.”
He stiffened. “Selene– she’s an oracle, right? How do you know she’s what they wanted?”
“They said as much.”
He stared at me for a long moment. The silence was heavy.
Finally, he sighed. “I imagine it was Sere who told them about her. I'm sorry.” And oddly, he sounded sad as he said it.
“It’s not your fault,” I shrugged. “She made a choice.”
He rubbed a hand down his face. “Right.”
“Ariadne filled you in?” I asked in a low voice.
“Yeah.”
I tried to imagine what he was going through. Tried to imagine Atlas or Selene betraying me like that. Seeing people they’d hurt. It was gutting.
“I’m sorry,” I said. And I meant it.
“Don’t you dare apologize.” His lips curved ruefully. “It's crazy. Like, I never believed she was dead. Couldn’t. I was terrified she’d been their hostage this whole time. But…”
“But knowing she’s working with them? It’s different. Worse.” I murmured. “What happened that night, if you don’t mind me asking?”
Jasper looked away, focusing on the wall behind me. “I’m sure the story reached you at Arderiah.”
“Yes,” I agreed. “But I want to know your side of it.”
His face was hard when he looked back at me. “There isn’t much to tell. Two years ago, a girl went missing from one of the towns south of here. We were doing a border sweep to try and track her. I thought I had her scent…” He trailed off, as if the scent was coming to him, like a broken bit of memory had resurfaced in his brain.
Jasper was a shifter. He had excellent tracking abilities, according to what people had said, back when he was still at the academy. It was hard to conflate those stories with the man sitting before me, who looked utterly defeated as he continued, “we made camp. It was late and Ariadne and I were first watch. And, well, we must have fallen asleep. Next thing I knew Kal was shaking me awake, and Sere was gone.” His gaze was angry— but there was something else there too.
“We found her a few days later, charred nearly to ash.” He murmured, eyes narrowing. “They left a small patch of skin on her back untouched. Her salvyre mark. That was all that was left of her.”
“Gods.” My stomach twisted. I’d heard that part of the story. But… Sere was alive, which meant… Whose body had they found? An innocent, someone who unfortunately matched her size enough for appearances.
“Ariadne became our captain. The fort’s lieutenant. And we all had to act like nothing changed.”
“I’m sorry,” I rasped. If something happened to any of my salvyre, I would be inconsolable. Unstoppable.
Jasper gave me a lazy grin, though it didn’t reach his eyes, and leaned back in his seat. “I always found it weird though, you know? My siblings never listened. But something always was off about the whole thing.”
I studied him. “What do you mean?”
“Tell me,” he murmured slyly, “how can a woman who commands fire– a woman impervious to fire– be burned?”
“Well, back in Arderiah anyway, the story was that she’d been killed first,” I recalled. “If she was dead, her connection to Ignis would’ve faded. They would’ve been able to burn the body.”
His grin faded. “That’s what they told us, yes. But I’ve never seen such a thing mentioned in any of the books I’ve read. Never heard of anything like it in the academy. Did you, prior to her death?”
No. I hadn’t.
“Plus, why would the rebels take her so openly and then hide the body’s identity? Wouldn’t they want to show off they’d killed a salvyre? An Ezurian lieutenant, no less? So I called bullshit. I didn’t believe it. But who’s going to listen to me over High Command?”
Something twisted inside me. “Well, you were right. She’s alive.”
“That body was never hers,” he exhaled. “And this whole time she’s been working with them. Willingly.”
His words hung in the air. Seconds passed. Maybe even minutes. I waited, unsure what I could say. Nothing I could tell him would change things.
“I’m sorry my sister played a role in what happened to you,” he said finally. “I’m going to do my best to make things right.”
And I would go back to Arderiah.
Disappointment plagued me at the epiphany. He would go and fight, and I would return to the academy. It occurred to me that with my graduation still so far away, I couldn’t join the Southern forces for over a year from now yet. 
I wanted to kill Kian.
I wanted to kill Matteus.
Could I wait a year?
Jasper watched my face knowingly. “I’ll get in a good hit for you, yeah?”
“Thanks.” I looked down at my hands. My nails had grown back in, but they weren’t quite right. Not necessarily ugly, but not the same as they’d once been either. It made me uneasy, and I suddenly had a desire to be alone. A desire for a minute where I could stop talking and thinking and acting.
“Well, I guess High Command probably doesn’t want to be kept waiting,” I supplied awkwardly. “I have to get cleaned up.”
“Right.” He took the hint and rose to leave. “Perhaps we’ll cross paths again soon.”
“Perhaps,” I echoed.
As he made his way to the door, something else occurred to me. “Wait.”
Jasper paused, hand on the knob.
“I told Ariadne this already, but… Well, Matteus Fray has a son.” Something that made him vulnerable. “And a wife. He’s not untouchable.”
Jasper said nothing for a long second. His expression was utterly smooth and unreadable as he processed my words.
And then he simply nodded, pulled open the door, and left. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Seventeen
 
White flakes floated down from the sky. They landed in soft piles on my knees and shoulders, creating wet patches as they melted into my clothing. I blinked as I tilted my head back, surprised when they coated my lashes.
My lips tugged into a frown. It never got cold enough to snow in the Red Court.
There was the crunch of what could only be boots somewhere behind me, so I pushed up from my seat on the boulder, stumbling as my feet sank into the snow. The sensation was weird. Foreign.
    I turned, training my attention on the figure approaching from the white fog. The air seemed to swirl around them, as if parting intentionally to direct their stride. I jumped, half expecting to see Nyra herself emerge, all divinity, all goddess.
    But it wasn’t Nyra, of course. And the second I recognized the tall, broad-shouldered form, I dipped down instinctively– grabbing the dagger stashed in my boot. I stalked from the boulder and raised it in her direction, the leather of my gloves soft as my fingers curled around the handle.
    She halted a few yards away. Heavy furs covered her head against the snow, and fell down over her shoulders. But even with the top of her face shrouded, I recognized the familiar lines of her lips. The sharpness of her jaw.
“You,” I growled. My eyes narrowed.
“You’re angry,” Sere stated, her steps faltering. She had the nerve to sound surprised.
I lunged forward with a low growl, pressing the tip of the dagger against her neck. She didn’t move, even as the sharpness bit into her skin. A small trickle of blood pooled at the edge of my blade.
“Do you greet everyone this way?” She asked, throat bobbing against the dagger’s point. “Or just me?”
I narrowed my eyes. Jasper and Ariadne’s faces, concerned and hurting, burned like coals in my mind. How could she abandon them to join the rebels? To work alongside people like Kian?
“How dare you,” I seethed.
Her expression darkened. “Why are you so mad?” Sere demanded, ripping her hood away. Her honey eyes flashed as they bore into mine. “Haven’t you figured it out?”
Was she serious? Delusional? “I should kill you,” I snarled.
Her jaw flexed, and she took a step forward, causing my blade to bite in deeper. She didn’t even seem to notice the pain, her face unflinching as blood trailed down her neck.
“For helping you escape?” Her voice was layered with sarcasm. “This is an odd way to thank me, little doe.”
“Don’t call me that,” I growled. She may have seen me as weak when they held me prisoner. When Kian used his knife to sever the sensitive tissue between my fingers. When he held my head underwater until I passed out, then did it again when I woke up. 
But I was not a prisoner anymore. It was my blade that drew blood this time.
“How many?” I hissed. The blood was dripping down the handle now. A single bead settled against the leather between my thumb and pointer finger.
Her jaw clenched. “How many what? Be specific Theia,” she hissed. “Don’t test my patience.”
“Or what?” A hoarse laugh escaped.
The energy in the air hummed in response. Her face was only a foot or so away, tilted down and twisted in fury. The honey in her eyes was molton.
“Or I’ll disarm you faster than you can say my name,” she growled viciously.
I tensed. There was heat in her voice that wasn’t there before. Her eyes narrowed in warning— in challenge. “I’ll have this blade against your throat and that attitude snuffed out under my boots,” she whispered. “And you know what? I think you’ll love every second of it.”
I poured all my anger, all my resentment– into my glare. “You disgust me,” I told her. The words came out as a snarl. Heat was ravishing my insides with every fiery breath I took, as if her presence alone could light me on fire.
Her lips twitched. “Such storms in those eyes. Perhaps you’re not a little doe after all. Perhaps you’re a fucking siren.”
The comment caught me off guard, and I almost didn’t react in time when she abruptly struck out, smooth and fierce like a viper. Her arm knocked roughly against mine, but before she could grab my wrist and take the dagger I pulled away, swinging at her with my free hand.
She caught my fist easily and twisted it, and I grunted as pain shot up my arm.
“Fuck you,” I hissed, driving the dagger towards her. She released my fist and jumped out of the way.
We stood opposite each other, measuring, chests heaving. The snow seemed to be coming down in thicker, heavier clumps than before. It hung between us in a pause of menace and tension.
I struck out with a kick to her thigh. I only just missed her, glancing off the side.
“Ouch, siren,” she snipped, dodging my punch.
Snow clumped onto my lashes, and I blinked, awareness settling over me. I glanced down at the snow and barked a laugh. “You want the dagger? Fine.” I tossed it aside, letting it disappear into the blanket of white.
She froze.
I resisted the urge to smirk, and, spreading my arms wide, I let my energy flow. The snow on the ground bent to my will as if we were one. It rose like two large waves on either side of us.
“Chains are off now, bitch.” I cocked my head to the side. “Just answer this: of all those you took an oath to protect, how many have you killed?”
She flinched as if I’d struck her. Anger twisted in the set of her lips, and then she took a step forward, power rippling in the air around us. In one fluid movement she swept her arms out, fingers curling into fists.
Before I could so much as breathe, the waves curled in and around my arms, catching me in a frozen vice.
“What the fuck?” I tried to flex my fingers but they were frozen in place. Fighting the panic, I exhaled and reached out, sensing the energy of the ice. I focused, commanding it to melt away.
But the frozen waves didn’t budge.
“What did you do to me?” I snarled. “How?”
Sere leaned forward and pulled my dagger from the ground, her movements lazy and at ease. It was maddening. As she approached, smooth and arrogant like a cat, I growled furiously. The scar across her eyebrow glinted in amusement.
“Told you,” she husked as she took another step.
Once she got close enough I swung forward, intending on kicking the smugness right off her face. But before I could kick my legs at her, the snow around my feet froze solid as well, pinning me.
With the confidence of a woman who’d successfully won a fight, she leaned in, pressing the dagger against the skin of my neck.
“And here we are, just like I said.”
If I had been angry before, I was livid now. At being rendered helpless again, at being outwitted. No. This was not supposed to be how this went.
“You’re a fucking traitor.” I snapped hatefully. “How could you betray your people like this? Your salvyre.”
Sere froze. All 6 foot something of her went rigid. When she finally stepped back, her hand shook as the dagger lowered.
“You made it to Fort Ember,” she whispered. “That’s where this is coming from.”
“Did you ever consider how much you hurt them by leaving? Do you even care?”
She blinked, and the silence that stretched between us was laden with forces of energy so powerful that I almost stopped breathing. But then she blinked again, and her features smoothed out. The air eased and her handsome jaw unclenched. “Fuck you,” she growled through snarled lips. “You don’t know anything.”
“They know you’re alive. That you’re a treasonous bitch.”
She sucked in a sharp breath, and her shoulders rolled back as she straightened. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Oh? Then explain it to me,” I hissed. “Tell me why you work for a man who kidnaps and murders innocent people. You could’ve helped me escape at any time. Kian came to me every night for weeks. Do you know what he did to me? Do you even care?” 
She was quiet.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”
Her honey eyes blazed. I could feel her warm breath wash across my face as she breathed. I could smell the heady mix of sandalwood and smoke that was so uniquely hers. For a moment my brain went blank, as it registered the heat of the energy between us, the hardness in the set of her body and dominance of her presence.
“Of course I fucking know what he did,” she replied at last, her stoniness jarring me from my trace. The dagger pressed closer, but didn’t break my skin. “I sat outside the door to your cell every night. Every fucking night. Every scream. Every cut of his blade. I was there for it all.”
Surprise gave me pause, but it didn’t quell my anger. Was that supposed to make me feel better? That she knew exactly what he’d been doing— and let it happen? “So you knew, and did nothing. You let him brutalize me, you twisted fuck. Did you get off on it?”
“You have no fucking idea what I felt.” Her eyes had gone black, and once again, the energy around us surged.
“Then tell me!” I cried. “Tell me, make me understand!” Because Gods, I wanted to. I wanted the truth in her words, not any more excuses or lies. I wanted to know what could possess such a strong, focused person— someone who obviously cared enough to help me escape— support and work for such evil people.
“It’s not that simple.”
“No? The crypticism isn’t fucking cute anymore, Sere.”
“I can’t!” She retorted furiously. In a flash, she pulled back, the dagger still clenched tightly in her palm. The skin of my neck burned at the sudden movement, and I flinched.
Sere’s eyes darkened even more as they narrowed on the spot where the dagger had cut skin. I could feel blood welling and trailing down my throat. She made a sound of anger, and, as if it disgusted her, she flung the dagger back into the snow.
“Sere—” I warned.
But then she touched the spot where the blade had been, her fingers no less gentle and tender than Urlik had been. Something inside me twisted and I stiffened, watching as she pulled her hand back and frowned at the blood on her fingers.
Cool air whipped around us. I refocused, and glared. “You can’t explain, or you won’t?” Again, I tried to flex my fingers, reaching for my magic, grunting when nothing happened.
“Can’t.” She said softly.
“That’s convenient,” I snapped.
“Theia. Please.”
The plea was tender enough that I looked at her then. Really looked at her. She looked tired. There was a hollowness to her sharp cheeks– shadows under her eyes. I could feel the energy radiating from her. The tension. Her palm flattened against the side of my neck and I jolted back with a gasp.
A wave of emotions, heavy and unyielding, washed over me. And as they did, as sadness and pain coursed through my body, I knew somehow they were her feelings, not mine. Anguish. Bits of fiery anger. Hopelessness.
Her feelings coursed through me as naturally as if they were my own, all radiating from where her flesh met mine.
“Remember your promise to me? About Fray?”
I frowned. “Not to take his bargain?”
Her hand fell away from my neck, and as suddenly as her emotions had flooded me, they were gone. “Why do you think I made you promise?”
“What? How did you—” But she was already turning, already retreating. Disappearing into the white clouds. “Hey! Where are you going?"
She didn't answer.
"Sere! Release me!”
“Do it yourself."
And then she was gone.
“Fuck,” I hissed. Panic seized me. My affinity had never failed me before like this. It was nothing like the chains. I could sense the ice, feel its connection— but it didn’t obey. It was as if it was already working, already bending to someone else’s command.
I tried again to resist the grip of the ice on my arm, but it reminded me of the time Dyleth had instructed me to stop the waves– annoying and impossible. Anger coursed through me. This should be easy. Something that even as a child, I would’ve been able to do.
I would not be helpless again.
With that thought, with that pinprick of certainty, I felt a fresh wave of my magic blaze through me. It coursed up and down my veins furiously, leaving a wake of heat in its path. I sucked in a sharp breath and focused– tried to will the snow and ice to my bidding.
And then my palms were hot. Burning. I couldn’t see them through the thick layers of ice, but I felt as the water sluiced around my fingers, bubbling angrily around my skin. I’d never felt heat like it before. My back arched at the sensation, and surprisingly my arms slid out an inch.
My body was burning. Charged and ready to burst. I gasped—but there was no pain as the ice began to sizzle around me— around my arms and legs.
Except there was something wrong— something different. There was no synchronization between myself and the water. There was nothing but rage– anger, passion. I struggled to breathe.
Then there was pain.
I coughed brutally, gasping as fire raged its course down my throat. It felt like I’d swallowed sand. My lungs burned. I pulled desperately at the ice that bound me, and this time, it gave. I collapsed into the snow, practically clawing at my throat. What had she done? What was happening to me?
“Theia!” Someone yelled. Someone new.
I frantically tried to get to my feet, searching for whoever had called my name. Nothing. No one.
“Theia!” They called again.
And then I collapsed into the snow.
The snow was harder under me than I anticipated. And hotter. I jerked my chin up, struggling to get air into my lungs. And then I blinked in shock.
I wasn’t in the snow. I was in the carriage. And it was on fire.
“Theia!” A voice screamed again. The High Command officer, I realized.
I pushed to my feet, horror consuming me. The carriage was burning. The walls. The floor. The ceiling. Everything around me was on fire. A violent cough tore through my throat, and I realized dumbly it was the smoke choking me.
    Someone ripped the carriage door open and I saw Killian, one of the officers who had been sent to retrieve me. As I watched he shook his hand out, pain coloring his features. The door must’ve been entirely engulfed in flames.
    Without another thought I leapt from the carriage, narrowly avoiding Gia, the other officer. She caught my arm before I could tumble to the ground, eyes wide in disbelief. Together, the three of us turned to face the carriage, which burned so hot that I was forced to take a step back.             
“Are you hurt?” Gia yelled over the roar of the flames.
    I shook my head, glancing down at my body. I felt fine— somehow. Another cough wracked through me. I was coated in a layer of smoke and soot. My palms were nearly black. But nothing hurt— nothing besides my lungs.
    “Can you—” A cough interrupted Killian, causing his whole body to shake, including the sword he’d drawn. He gestured to the carriage with it. People were coming out of buildings. Standing around— hands over mouths. In the middle of the desert, fire was never a good thing.
    I focused on my energy, searched the air for water. I pulled a thick ribbon and launched it at the carriage, but it did little. The fire was too hot. It sizzled, sending steam into the air. The sound pierced my ears and for a brief second I remembered Sere wrapping her flaming hands around my throat— the sound it had made.
Nearby I heard the sound of horses neighing, stomping as the air filled with heat and anxiety. I was grateful then for the water break that Killian and Gia had wanted to give them, because they were a safe distance away.
Who had done this? The rebels? How did they find us here? We were in one of the smaller towns that stretched between Fort Ember and Arderiah. Easy to miss. No one would suspect we’d be here.
    “It’s too hot,” I told Killian as I tried to find more moisture in the air. “How did this happen?”
    Killian and Gia exchanged a panicked glance. “Theia—” Gia pleaded. She looked around us wildly, bow drawn. “I don’t know. Can you put it out?”
    I squinted against the heat. The flames licked high above the carriage, burning tirelessly into the air. I closed my eyes and searched, letting my energy caress the air around me. The carriage vibrated violently against the touch of my magic.
Then something deep within me tingled and I staggered. It burned and pulsed, but I grasped at it, letting it consume me. Energy flowed through my veins— familiar yet foreign, and I clenched my hands into fists. Stop the flames, I thought to myself. I can do this.
    The flames pulsed in the consciousness of my magic, not terribly unsimilar to how the waves of the Lost Lake pulsed. My eyes snapped open in shock. I could feel them. I could feel the pulse of the flames as clear as day, as potently as I could feel rain and water and ice.
Tentatively I reached out– feeling the way the fire ebbed and flowed. My body seemed to hum in delight, and I reached further, my arms raising as I let my energy touch that of the carriage.
    Immediately, I was yanked in. I felt myself get lost for a second, caught in the ebb and flow of the flames as they danced along the wood. I was the fire. I breathed with it and pulsed with it and burned with it. I’d never felt so alive.
    “Theia– can you put it out or not?!” Someone screamed beside me.
My breath caught. The carriage jerked.
And before I could blink, the fire extinguished. With it, my body cooled, adrenaline fading. I practically collapsed under the smoke that billowed up into the air.
    “Theia,” Killian breathed beside me.
    I said nothing as I stood between them, eyes locked on the charred remains of the carriage. In a flash it was all coming back to me– my dream. Sere trapping me in the ice. My hands heating as I fought to break free. The way the water had started melting around my fingers.
    I looked again at my palms, blackened by soot. I remembered the other dream then— the way Sere had held my hand and ribbons of fire and ice had twisted around us.
Awareness, sharp and piercing, rocked through me. I groaned at the sudden pain in my head and sank to my knees, dragging my hand down my face, ash smearing my skin. I knew then.
    I had done this.
      And slowly, my fingers were finding pieces of the puzzle. The edges were taking shape. One didn’t just develop a new affinity, especially not one from an entirely different patron god. The magic of Nyra and Ignis in my blood?
Impossible. Unless…
“Whoever it was is gone,” Killian called out.
    I lifted my head, and turned back to the High Command soldiers. Gia had lowered her bow, and was nodding. “I didn’t see anyone,” she agreed. “Who could have done it?”
    Killian sheathed his sword. “I don’t know. Theia, you didn’t see anything?”
    It occurred to me then that they had no idea. Not a single clue that I was behind the fire– that it was me. Had they not seen the way the fire had suffocated under my grasp— not from my affinity for water but from… something else?
    I pushed to my feet and met their gaze. I couldn’t voice my suspicions aloud. They’d think I was mad. Or worse. Two affinities being shared between two people?
    It wasn’t possible. Right?
    Except, it was. I'd seen the proof of it in my mentor. Gods it was rare— it was almost unheard of— treasured, coveted, but it was possible….
If a person found their mate.
Panic swarmed me as I considered that. Because fuck, this could change everything. She… well, we were both at the age of maturity. And the first time we’d touched? Something had stirred inside me. Then there were the dreams, the magic.
The proof was staring me in the face.
“I was asleep,” I rasped finally. I stuffed my burning suspicions down. Because fuck, it couldn’t be true.
Gia handed me her water skin wordlessly, and I took a swig. “I didn’t see anyone. Do you think… is the carriage salvageable?”
    Killian let out a low whistle and Gia shook her head. She stepped forward and her eyes swept the carriage, taking in its damage. “Definitely not,” she concluded.
    “Hmm.” Killian ran a hand through his hair. He looked from Gia to me and then shrugged. “We only have two horses. I say we get something to eat and get a room for the night. We can leave in the morning. I’ll ask around about getting us a third horse.”
I could only imagine the beating the remainder of my pride would take, with all of Arderiah watching me return from captivity— clinging to a High Command Officer. No, I decided. As much as I longed to go home, another night wouldn’t hurt, if it meant I would ride my own damn horse.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Eighteen
 
The room we had gotten was small and unimpressive, but it was clean and had both a bed and a small cot. Killian would take the cot. Gia and I would share the bed.
Killian had left to ask around about buying a horse, and Gia had gone in search of dinner. My most pressing task was bathing. So as soon as the two officers left, I immediately prepared a bath to scrub away the layer of soot that seemed to coat my entire body. Water typically soothed me, so I was excited to sink into the tub.
Yet, even as I submerged myself in the cool water, the thoughts and questions buzzing in my head were still overwhelming. I rubbed my temples, then grabbed the waxy bar of soap from beside the tub. It smelled woodsy. Not quite like sandalwood, but similar enough that something inside me tightened.
I frowned and paused my ministrations. Heat flooded my cheeks— anger, surely. I ignored the voice in my head who was protesting, who wanted to inhale the smell of the soap and let it warm me from the inside out. Scrubbing the ash and soot more viciously from my skin, I muttered a curse under my breath.
The sooner I got back to Arderiah, the better. I was losing my mind out here.
 
 
Wrapped in an old gray towel,  I stood before an old, lackluster mirror in the corner of the room. One of the wooden legs was shorter than the other and the mirror tilted slightly. I had to stand with the side of my body flush against the back of the cot in order to see my full frame, which I did with my heart in my throat. The full-length mirror would afford me my first real glimpse of myself since I’d been taken.
And gods, I was terrified.
With shaking hands, I unwrapped the towel and gently hung it over a hook on the wall. Then, sucking in a deep breath for courage, I turned to face myself.
The shock of my reflection was something I anticipated, but in practice, it was almost unbearable. The girl who looked back at me was a stranger. A shell of someone I once knew. She was skin and bones, with none of the muscles that had once given shape to her figure. Her ribs protruded from her stomach, her cheeks hollow and sunken in. There were shadows as dark as night beneath her eyes. The white strands of hair around her face were wet and lifeless.
My fingers drifted down, taking inventory of every angry pink scar and raised patch of crookedly-healed flesh. The girl in the mirror copied me, touching her shoulders, her arms, her chest. She traced the marks on her stomach, her hip.
I wanted to memorize everything. Every single way they had changed and marked me.
The arrows that pinned me to the pillar. The dagger in my shoulder. Kian giddily carving the letters of his name into my thigh while I screamed and screamed.
My back was worse, I knew. I almost didn’t turn. Fear gripped my chest so tightly I thought I might combust.
The chill against my damp skin grounded me. The beckon of magic in the air gave me strength.
And so I turned.
Raised red lines criss-crossed my back, violent and furious. They curled around and broke away from my salvyre mark, uneven and alive with chaos. My breath caught. Kian had taken more than just my flesh. He had taken so much more.
The shiver that rocked through me was powerful enough that I needed to hold onto the bed for support. I wanted nothing to do with the girl in the mirror. Her pain was too shameful, too savage. I wanted to lock her away somewhere I’d never have to see her again– where no one would.
Blue eyes met mine in the mirror. They were haunted. Dead.
I let my hands fall to my sides. 
Never again, I reminded myself. They’ll never touch you again.
But the conviction did nothing for the girl in the mirror. And her eyes— lifeless and hollow, were too much to look at. It was unbearable.
I turned away.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nineteen
 
Gia returned a short while later, carrying a stacked platter of food. Her smile was kind as she placed it on the nightstand. There was no real table for us to sit at, but that didn’t seem to bother her.
“You look refreshed,” Gia said in that breezy voice of hers. Professional. The way a High Command officer should sound.
I shrugged, pulling the sleeves of my borrowed shirt so my cold hands were covered. “I feel less like a chimney, I suppose.”
“That’s an improvement.” She grinned and gestured to the food. “So I got us roasted turkey, some potatoes, and the owner insisted I take a few slices of cake, so we have that too. Oh, and there’s also fruit, but I wouldn’t touch that.”
The fruit looked old and mushy, but when the smell of turkey hit my nose, I found I didn’t care. The platter was no feast, but it was still a huge step up from the stew I’d been eating at the rebel encampment. Fort Ember’s provisions had been nearly worse– with Ulrik keeping me on a strict diet of plain oatmeal and tea.
I swallowed, trying to hide my eagerness as I reached for my fork. “Thanks.”
Gia settled on the edge of the bed. “So how are you? Waking up inside a burning carriage must’ve given you a shock.”
Yes, but not for the reasons she thought. “I’m okay, actually,” I said between bites, forcing a tight smile to my lips. “After everything that’s happened… I don’t know. I feel like I’ve seen worse at this point.”
“It’ll take some time to process it all,” she agreed. “But you’re welcome to talk to me if you think it’ll help.”
At this point, the only thing I needed was to be reunited with my salvyre. Then everything would be right again. My leathers would hide the scars. I’d train and get strong again.
Then, in a year, I would be fighting alongside Jasper and Ariadne, making sure this never happened again. My salvyre at my back, doing what we were made for.
Maybe Gia could help me fill in some of the blanks. I’d been taken. Held as a captive for nearly a month. How had the rebels gotten strong enough for that? How had High Command let it happen? Maybe if I knew more, I could help somehow.
“Can you tell me more about what's going on with the rebels?” I set my fork down. The food wasn’t bad, but it sat too heavy in my stomach.
Gia blinked. I could see her weighing the question in her head. She set her fork down too. “I suppose you’re technically in the know now, so I don’t think I’d get in trouble for telling you more. Obviously you know you’re not supposed to disclose what you saw to anyone in Arderiah?”
“Yes, I’ve been told.” Her captain had told me as much before leaving for Burnwick.
“We’ve noticed the rebels have been growing in number for a few years now. They’re getting braver, and attacks are more frequent.” She paused. “It seems like you were taken to their home base. That’s a big deal. Fort Ember is staging the next attack. If we can get in there…”
“How many people have disappeared because of them?” I asked in a low voice.
Gia shook her head. “We don’t really know. Not every village and town notices and reports when people go missing. Out here there’s a lot of migrants and a lot of merchants that travel from place to place. When you don’t have anyone to notice your absence, it goes unreported.”
I had people to notice my absence. My heart ached to think some people didn’t. Knowing my salvyre were out there— that’s what got my through it all.
I felt angry, I realized in surprise. Not necessarily at Gia, but at High Command as a whole. At Lord Ashridge. Whoever else knew about this and let it go on. There needed to be more soldiers at the border. It seemed obvious. So why weren’t there?
“And the raided villages? What’s been done about that?”
Gia pursed her lips. “It’s not that simple.”
“Why not?”
Her face tightened. She may only look a decade or so older than me, but she was still my superior. All I had to do was glance down at her leathers, fitted snug against her petite frame, for the reminder of her rank. But instead, defiantly, I continued to stare into her eyes. They were a cool gray.
“It’s being handled. For now, your duty is to Arderiah. Finish your education.”
I stiffened. Back to Arderiah. The way she said it caused my stomach to churn. Back to preparing for the exam. Back to training with Dyleth and Elys. That was my job. Not this.
And Sere…
My chest tightened.
After that, we ate our meals in near silence. Eventually, Killian returned, with news that he’d been able to locate a horse and it would be saddled and ready by morning. He’d made back what he lost by selling the carriage off to be salvaged for parts.
The evening stretched between us. Gia and Killian stayed up for a bit pouring over a map, but I settled into bed. At first I tried to listen in on their planning, but despite how much I’d rested since my escape, my body was still exhausted. My eyelids weighed down on me and quickly, without trouble, I fell fast asleep.
 
My skin prickled. The air was cool— crisp even. I was standing, and the chipped yellow paint of the inn’s walls had transformed into something else. Something like dark canvas. Like the walls of a tent.
Sensation swept over me like a tidal wave—- anger, fear, desperation. Powerful, debilitating anxiety.
But none of those feelings were mine. Not really. My head was turning then, of its own accord— looking towards the mirror. Shock coursed through me.
I was in Sere’s body. Entirely immersed in her, without the ability to so much as twitch her fingers.
And then I heard him. Matteus Fray.
“I want you to lift the knife from the dresser there,” he commanded sharply. Dread washed through Sere as he said it, but she reached for the dagger anyway, fingers trembling. I could feel the tension in her body. Feel the frustration. She didn’t want to grab the dagger.
But her palm closed around the handle anyway.
Slowly, Fray approached until he was just behind her. Each step was slow, weighted with agonizing tension. I watched through her eyes as she held his gaze in the mirror, unmoving. He was smiling.
There was an urge to take the knife and jab it into him. I could feel the urge inside her just as I could feel the dagger’s weight in her hand. And yet, her body remained still. Obedient.
Matteus Fray gazed calmly at her in the mirror, wholly unbothered. He cocked his head to the side and said levelly, “Lift the knife to your eye and pluck it out for me.”
His voice was so low, so calm, that at first I thought I misheard.
“The right one,” he added.
Alarm and disbelief shot through Sere’s body. I felt it choking her, bubbling angrily up her throat. “Sir–” she protested.
“No no,” he cut in, and leaned closer. “Silent,” he breathed against her ear. His hand found her hip.
I tasted disgust as Sere’s mouth jerked closed. The muscles in her forearm felt so tense that I worried for a moment they might snap. Her teeth gritted painfully. I could feel her trembling as she raised the knife slowly, but surely, to her right eye.
His hand squeezed tighter against her waist and her lips parted– but no sound came out. She was his perfect servant, obeying his every will. Why? She could so easily refuse. Fight. Was his cause so important that Sere would mutilate her own body?
And then it hit me.
I was a fool.
Horror consumed me. It was icy— cool. I almost didn’t hear his next words, I was so caught up in panicked disbelief. 
He was a bargainer.
He had the ability to make deals with people— to tie their will to his until they did his bidding. It was perhaps one of the rarest gifts a person could have. I’d only ever read about people like him.
Memory of him coaxing me, encouraging me to take his bargain, flashed in my mind. How quickly his words had begun to appeal to me. How “no” had become “yes,” how warm and sweet it all had seemed.
My heart thundered.
He wasn’t merely a bargainer.
He had a gilded tongue, too. The power of compulsion— the ability to convince others to do his bidding.
That, combined with the abilities of a bargainer?  Gods help us all. My escape was nothing short of a miracle.
“I want you to stop moving now,” Fray whispered, cutting into my thoughts. The warmth of his breath sent a ghosting of goosebumps along Sere’s arms. A myriad of emotions swirled through her– but thankfully, her hand froze– inches from her face.
Before relief could settle in my gut, Fray suddenly moved, pressing his front flush against Sere’s back. He was hard, Sere and I realized in twin waves of revulsion. He was getting off on this.
Fray reached around and plucked the knife from her fingers. “Put both your palms on the desk and be still for me,” he murmured. A hum escaped his throat as both of Sere’s hands flattened against the desk. “Good girl. Now, of course, you know you are to never speak of our bargain. I expect your loyalty and commitment to my cause, Seraphine. Your obedience. Understood?”
Sere glared at him in the mirror. It was all the resistance she could muster, I realized as loathing rocked through us.
He returned the knife to its place right before her right eye. “Foolish girl. You’re of little use to me once we start having you hack off your body parts. A finger, sure. But these?” He let the dull side of the blade drag across her eyelid as he trailed off. “Do you understand me or not? Answer.”
“Yes,” Sere hissed.
“Disobey me again? Search for loopholes again? I won’t be so forgiving,” he murmured. He punctuated the sentence with a firm roll of his hips.
“I-” Sere started.
And then his hand moved, so fast that Sere gasped in surprise. The knife dug into the soft skin just above her eyelid and pulled up, leaving a small, yet deep, gash that split her eyebrow in two. Then he stepped away just as smoothly, a welcome gust of wind filling his absence. “Stay like that. Look in that mirror and think about what happened here. Remember who you serve now. I’ll be back later.”
And despite the fury and disparity inside her, I knew she’d obey. She had no choice. Every decision she made, thought she had, he could command it from her. He’d struck a bargain with her, and it had left her as his servant.
The cut on her brow throbbed. This was where her scar came from, I realized. This was a memory.
Sere listened to him retreat. Warm blood was pooling along her eyelashes as she shuddered against his mental grip. A heavy drop broke free, and like a damn bursting, the blood began to spill in earnest down her cheek.
Softly, the world shimmered around her reflection in the mirror. Around the dresser her palms flattened against.
The last thing I saw were honey eyes, imploring, and then they blurred into the world around me.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty
 
By the time Arderiah started to appear on the horizon, my entire body was stiff from riding. I was tired. My mind had been racing all night.
If my assumptions about Fray’s magic were true: Sere was as much a prisoner of his as I had been.
And I’d left her behind.
Gia and Killian didn’t speak much. They were on edge from what they still believed to have been an attack yesterday. I hadn’t corrected them. I hadn’t told them about Matteus Fray and his magic either. I couldn’t— not without also explaining my weird dreams. Not without confessing my suspicion that was slowly becoming more and more tangible.
Seraphine Terrahaven, dead captain of the 92nd class, former lieutenant of Fort Ember, captive rebel soldier— could very well be my mate.
The large arch of the West Gate was the first thing to come into view as we approached Arderiah. It was open, dry earth and stone buildings visible just beyond its entry. There didn’t appear to be anyone manning it, but I knew from experience there were guards stationed along to walk of the wall. Distantly, I heard the call of men shouting, and then half a dozen figures emerged from the gate on horseback.
    I recognized Elys first, her fiery hair catching the sunlight even in the tight bun she wore. She rode urgently, and the sight of her face had me slumping in relief. I was home.
As she grew closer, her green eyes met mine and in them, I saw a myriad of emotions– relief, anger, worry. With her were several other high ranking officers, many of them people who had been my instructors over the years.
    The officers greeted Killian and Gia respectfully, but Elys’ eyes never left mine. With a degree of grace only she possessed, Arderiah’s commander spun her horse and maneuvered between me and Gia.
“Has she been seen by a healer?” she asked the High Command officers without even looking in their direction.
“Yes,” I told her before anyone else could answer.
“But it couldn’t hurt to get checked again,” Gia supplied.
Elys was already nodding. “We have a healer waiting inside.”
“Commander,” I started, then stopped. I didn’t know what to say. I let my voice trail off.
“Your salvyre are in training,” she said. She watched my expression carefully. “They don’t know you’re here. I didn’t want them to bombard you until we had the chance to debrief and get you checked out.”
A mix of relief and disappointment washed over me. I couldn’t tell which was stronger.
“We will debrief you,” Killian interjected.
Elys’ eyes flickered over to him. What happened to me was above anyone’s clearance level in Arderiah. The cover story was simple: I had been abducted by bandits looking for quick money, and had escaped. I was not to give any further details, not even to Elys, not even to my salvyre. Embarrassment tinged my cheeks. I could only imagine what they would think.
After we crossed through the West Gate, we all dismounted. Elys reached for me and squeezed my hand. Her expression was guarded. She would find me the moment she could, I knew.
She gestured to Gia and Killian. “This way then.”
 
It was Mako, Atlas’ mentor, who examined me at the infirmary. He was a quick and cheery man, but nothing if not thorough. He softly rested his palm over each of my scars, one by one, letting his magic flow through me. If what he saw of my back disturbed him, he didn’t show it.
“My pupil will be so happy you’re back,” Mako told me, lowering my shirt back into place. “Gods, they’ll be over the moon.”
Something like guilt gnawed at me. “How have they been?” I asked, thumbing the fabric. “Are they okay?”
Mako’s lips tightened. “As good as they can be.”
“Right.”
He sighed. “I’m sure you can imagine. Much more spacey than usual. I swear it’s like they’re only here half the time.”
I hadn’t fully considered how my abduction would’ve affected my salvyre. How Atlas– always so warm and full of life– would’ve spent the last few weeks. My stomach churned.
“Hey–” Mako chided, halting the turn my thoughts had taken. He gave me a gentle pat. “Chin up. If I knew anything about you— it was that you were far too stubborn not to find your way back to us.”
I shrugged and smiled half-heartedly. “I had no intention of dying out there.”
“I bet you gave those bandits a run for their money.” He shook his head as he walked back to face me, and his expression sombered. I stiffened, knowing what would come next. “You have a lot of scar tissue. I’ve done what I can, but most of it has already been tended to. The marks on your back. What I’ve seen here,” he gestured to my thigh, then to the spots the arrows had struck me. “These probably won’t fade much more than they already have.”
“I know. The healer at Fort Ember already told me. It’s okay.”
Mako frowned. “Normally those with magic heal fairly quickly. I don’t see this kind of scarring often anymore.” He picked up a file from the desk behind it, and flipped through the parchment slowly. “Have you ever had any trouble with injuries in the past?”
I stiffened at his line of questioning. Instinctively, I flexed my hands. A reminder to myself that they were unshackled. “No.” My gaze lowered to the empty cots behind him. I let my focus remain there as I replied, “They blocked my magic. It slowed my healing.”
Mako pursed his lips. I could see the questions in his eyes, but thankfully he seemed inclined to keep them to himself. He placed the file on his desk and leaned back casually. “I see. Well, physically, I have no issues clearing you to return to classes. But that decision is ultimately up to Elys. I’m sure she’ll be by to see you soon. Do you have any questions? Anything you need help with?”
I shook my head. “I’m good. Thanks.”
“Right then. Well I’m here, in case you change your mind. You can go on now. Atlas is waiting, I’m sure.”
Oddly, that didn’t make me feel better. I was halfway to the door before he spoke again. “Theia?”
I turned.
His head was cocked to the side curiously. “Congratulations on the bond. Atlas never told me you’d found your mate.”
It took a second to register what he said. I froze. “What?”
Mako’s brows crinkled in confusion. “The bond. Finding your mate? I’m sure whoever it is has been sick with worry while you’ve been gone. Is it someone in the class above you?”
“I don’t–” I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
His lips parted in surprise. He started to speak, then stopped himself. “Perhaps you should speak to Dyleth—”
“No,” I interrupted, stepping closer. Awareness tickled at the fringes of my consciousness, heavy with the smell of sandalwood and smoke. No, no, no.
He pursed his lips, a silent debate warring across his features. “I thought you knew. I– Everyone’s magic has its own footprint, its own marker. When someone finds their mate— once that process of bonding starts, I can sense it.” He shifted awkwardly. “And I sensed it when I touched you.”
“You can sense it?” I echoed. My heartbeat thundered. If he sensed it, then it was real. True. And it couldn’t be. I wasn’t prepared for that. Because she was there, with them, and I was here. No.
It would change everything if it were true. And gods, I just couldn’t handle that. Not when I was finally home.
“Yes. Surely you must feel it.”
“You are mistaken,” I told him firmly. I stuffed down my panic, my fear, to someplace deep inside me with an estate of tall, iron walls.
He blinked.  “I’m not mistaken, Theia. Such a thing is far too powerful to mistake. Your magics become bound. Your spirits. Your mind. Surely you feel it?”
“No,” I said through gritted teeth.
He shook his head in wonder. “Are you… displeased with your mate?”
As if it were that simple. I barked a laugh.
“I need to go.” I took a step back. I couldn’t deal with this. Not now. If the foundation under me crumbled any more, I’d crumble with it.
I watched as the truth dawned on him. He reached out and grabbed my arm before I could back away any further, causing me to stiffen.
“You met them out there, didn’t you? Whoever took you.”
The sudden blaze in his dark eyes unnerved me. I shook my head. “I’m not talking–”
“Theia, I may look young, but I’m 134 years old,” he cut in. “The sages may not have High Command level clearance, but we know about the situation at the border. We know it was the rebels who took you.”
The blood in my veins turned to ice. My lips parted, then closed again. “How?”
“Do you really think that the sages would leave their fate entirely in the hands of High Command? Of the king?” He shook his head. “No. We know better. We keep our ears to the ground. We listen. If you hadn’t found your way back, Dyleth would’ve found you eventually. I’m certain.”
My breathing was coming faster, my breaths shorter. “I can’t talk about this.” I snatched my arm back. My hands trembled as they curled to fists at my sides.
“Then listen. If what I suspect is true, if you met your mate out there, keep that information to yourself. Find Dyleth, and talk to her. Only to her.”
“Why?”
His eyes narrowed. “Why do you think? What do you think High Command would do to someone bound to a rebel?”
“Then why aren’t you turning me in?” I felt the iciness enter my gaze. “You should.”
Mako’s brows furrowed, as if the question was illogical. “Is valuing human life not enough of a reason?.”
“The sages work for High Command. You are duty-bound to serve them and the kingdom. If I’m a threat, turn me in.”
He shifted, and with the look he gave me he suddenly looked as old as he had claimed to be. He looked at me as if I were a child, as if he had to speak carefully so I wouldn’t break and shatter.
“I have seen personally what this kingdom does to people they fear,” he said. “I will not be part of it.”
“If they find out later, it will make me look like a traitor.” A shiver ran down my spine. “And if they find out you knew, they’ll think you’re a traitor too.”
He arched his shoulder in a shrug, as if it were no big deal. As if it were merely a sad truth. “Do as you wish, Theodora. As a sage, I can only offer you council, after all.”
A silence stretched between us as I thought. The room was beginning to feel far too small, and I swear it had a musty scent to it that was making me think of places I didn’t want to think of ever again. “I can’t keep Sere from Selene,” I said finally. If Mako could sense Sere’s connection to me, I was sure my sister would be able to as well. “But if I tell her not to say anything, she won’t.” My family had my back. That was the one pillar I could still count on to be standing.
“Your mate’s name is Sere?”
Had I said that? My face went cold.
His eyes glazed over for a second and then he straightened. He fixed his gaze on me and gestured to the doorway. “You should go to your salvyre. I won’t say anything, but I encourage you to be careful.”
“Right.” But now I was uneasy. Paranoid.
“I mean it, Theia,” he said firmly. “Talk to Dyleth. If anyone can help you figure this out, she can.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-One
 
 
Commander Vanora Elys was waiting for me outside the infirmary. She stood casually against the faded brick wall of the building’s exterior. Clad in her salvyre leathers, with her eyes closed and the sun beating down against her face– it was easy to forget how old she was– how long she’d been doing this.
Elys had been in the second class of Salvyre to ever exist, and had served as a guard in the city for nearly thirty years before being recruited to Arderiah as lieutenant. She quickly worked her way up to commander, and she’d been here ever since. An interminable force.
    At the sound of my steps she straightened, her light eyes flicking my way. She tossed a cigarette aside that I hadn’t even noticed in her hand, and looked me up and down– carefully, like a mother would a wounded child. A lump formed in the back of my throat.
“Come here,” was all she said. And then her arms were folding around me, squeezing me tight. I sucked in a sharp breath and hugged her back, shocked by her casual show of affection.
“Missed me, huh?” I joked around my surprise. “I knew I was your favorite.”
Despite all the doubt cast by higher ups over Selene’s disability, Elys defended us at every turn growing up. She’d always been our biggest advocate.
That said, outward shows of affection had never really been her thing. Ever.
When she pulled away her mask had slipped back into place. Her lips pressed into a line.
My smile faded. “How are they?”
Her eyes drifted up and beyond me to the walk of the wall. There were more soldiers stationed up there than usual, I realized.
“Dimitri and Vas don’t go more than a few days without picking a fight with someone,” she replied. I glanced back at her, but she was still watching the wall. “And Atlas just wants to drink and paint all day. They’re insufferable.”
“Huh,” I mused. “Sounds like they’re coping quite well, actually.”
“All things considered.”
She jerked her chin in the direction towards the senior apartments, and we fell into step together.
“What about Selene?”
The commander exhaled. “Not great. She lost it that first night. After that… I don’t know. She’s been quiet. Skipping classes. I caught her sneaking out of Arderiah twice. I think she was looking for you. For clues.”
She was doing what? I shook my head. “I’ll talk to her.”
Somewhere beyond, I heard the familiar clang of steel on steel.
Elys nodded. “I assume Mako gave you the all clear?”
“Yeah.”
“Tell me then. What do you need?” She asked, running a thumb across her brow. “High Command advised a slow reintegration to your classes, but ultimately, I leave it up to you.”
“I’m not missing anything more,” I told her. I looked at her firmly, waiting for her to object. “I missed enough.”
“That’s what I figured you’d say.” A small smile touched her lips. “You’re going to have regular check-ins with Mako and myself. If we decide to bench you, you’re benched. Clear?”
“Yes ma’am.”
Her shoulders relaxed. “Good. Class should be letting out any minute. Let’s go find your salvyre.”
    A sudden memory of Clea’s face flashed through my mind. She’d looked so raw and panicked when I sent her away to find Atlas. Only now did I allow myself to imagine what that must’ve been like for them. Clea stumbling back into the bar, frantic and bloody, explaining we’d been ambushed.
    My chest felt suddenly tight. I palmed the muscle above my heart for a second, hating the starchy material Fort Ember had given me to wear. It was not salvyre leathers. It was the uniform the enlisters wore, flimsy and cheaply made. It still smelled of smoke from the carriage incident.
“I’m sorry, for the record.” I looked down at my boots, which somehow, had survived the whole endeavor. “You taught me better than this.”
“I suppose I did,” Elys agreed. “High Command told me it was bandits who captured you. Wanted to ransom you off, but you got away.”
I flinched at the edge in her tone. I knew that was the story they were going with, but it was still shitty to hear. Embarrassing. Still, I followed High Command’s orders and swallowed my pride. “Yes.” 
“I know you can’t talk about it,” Elys replied. “And I’m willing to bet they’re keeping it on the low because it’s not over. So in that case, keep an eye out. And give me a heads up if there’s anything I need to know.”
“Yes, commander.” Need to know? Was my bond with Sere need to know? Guiltily, I chewed on my lower lip, remembering Mako’s warning. Elys cared about me, I knew. But if she knew about Sere, would she tell High Command? Would they take me away?
Could I risk it?
We rounded the corner of the junior salvyre apartments, and in the distance, I could see people walking from the courtyard. A weird sense of envy filled my gut– seeing the salvyre here, their lives so undisrupted. So normal.
And then I spotted them. Selene first, whose petite frame and short red hair was easy to catch. The others were walking beside her, talking about something I couldn’t hear. Dimitri’s lips were moving– then Atlas’, as the sight of them tore through me, branding my insides.
Gods.
I could barely breathe as I took them in. There they were, the same as I had left them. I’d spent so long away, seen so much. Fought tooth and nail to make it back. And here they were, walking back to the apartments after a class. Unchanged. Something akin to panic churned inside me.
My vision swam. I could almost feel the fiery walls closing in around me. Clea’s hand on my back. Matteus Fray’s men advancing.
I knew I wasn’t there. I knew I wasn’t in the alley. But it felt so real.
“Theia?” Someone was saying. A hand found my shoulder and I jolted to the side. I wanted to run. Get out of this nightmare. But it wasn’t real, I knew that. I had to ground myself. So I squeezed my eyes shut and sank to my knees, letting my palms flatten against the earth.
The ground was rough and pebbly, but it was warm to the touch. Sharp bits of rock dug into the flesh at my knees. I was not in the alley. I was not at the camp. I was home. I welcomed the knowledge, welcomed the smell of salty air, and let it chase away the panic that was weighing down my chest.
Slowly, I opened my eyes again. Elys was crouching in front of me, eyes thick with concern. When she put a hand out to help me up, I ignored her and pushed to my feet.
A soft cry sounded somewhere in the distance. I heard footsteps then, and pivoted just in time to feel a body to crash into me, nearly sending me back to the ground. Small arms wrapped around my waist and a head of red hair burrowed into me.
“Theia,” Selene breathed.
The sound of her voice drew a sharp breath from my lungs and then we were crumbling into each other. I grasped her tightly, breathing her in, inhaling the smell of fresh lilies as I burrowed into her hair. Clutching her as close as I could.
Another set of arms wrapped around the two of us, then another, and another. I could smell Atlas’ soap. I could feel Vas’ breath on my shoulder and Dimitris leather-clad hand at the nape of my neck. Tightly, we held each other. And like a child, my eyes burned, tears threatening to spill over.
No one said anything. There would be time for words later.
A hand took mine and then warmth was spilling into me.
And I was lighter, freer, than I had been in a long time.
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Twenty-Two
 
Selene took one of my hands in hers and threaded our fingers together, Atlas the other. Someone, I’m not sure who, gestured to the beach, and then we were walking– past the Senior Apartments and the sage’s hall, down to the lapping waters of the Lost Lake. The path was familiar enough that I didn’t even watch my steps, focusing instead on the faces of my brothers— my sister— Atlas. Nostalgia flooded my body, a bittersweet balm to my soul.
We settled around a fire pit, perched on drywood logs. It was much cooler in Arderiah than it had been in the Desertlands and I shivered, despite my siblings huddled around me. I was still in the starchy enlister clothes, and it did little to cut the cool breeze pulling up from the water. Wordlessly, Dimitri removed the cloak he wore over his leathers and wrapped it around my shoulders.
The five of us sat close. Atlas and Selene had let go of my hands, but their thighs and arms pressed against mine, a barrier to the world beyond.
It was Vas who spoke first, though it took him a couple tries to form the words. “You’re alive. You’re here.” Moisture glistened in his eyes as he asked thickly, “what happened, Theia?”
Atlas wordlessly reached out to take his hand, and I knew they were spreading their warmth. When Vas spoke again, his words were clearer. “Clea came back inside. We had no idea what was going on— why she was so upset.”
His vulnerability was a lance to my gut. “We were ambushed in the alley,” I heard myself say. My voice sounded detached, even to my own ears. I swallowed and tried again. “I wasn’t paying attention. They snuck up on me.”
“Theia…” Selene murmured, tracing my forearm. If she saw through my lie– if my threads revealed anything else, she kept it to herself.
Dimitri grunted. I glanced at him, but he was already looking away, teeth gritted. “We thought they’d killed you,” he said in a low voice. “You just disappeared. Selene couldn’t even see you.”
My cheeks flushed and I looked down at my hands. “I know.”
“That’s all you have to say? Who was it? Where have you been?”
I met Dimitri’s intense gaze. “Bandits, apparently. Looking for money–”
“Were any of them familiar?” He interrupted, nostrils flaring.
“No.”
Vas’ jaw tightened as he looked between us. “Clea said there were seven of them? They had red bandanas? We thought it must’ve been the rebels.”
“There were six, I think.” Klaus. Sere. Matteus Fray. There’d been at least three others.
Stick to the story, I could practically hear Gia reminding me. I met Vas’ gaze. “They’d ridden in from up north. Took me to an old outpost near the city. I was there until High Command rescued me a few days ago.”
“What the fuck?” Dimitri snapped.
“Dim-” Atlas started.
“No. We’ve all been worried sick,” Dimitri growled at them. With a wild hand he gestured to me and Atlas. “This all happened because you two are fucking reckless.”
I froze, stunned. I stared at my brother, mouth ajar, as I processed the anger rolling through him.
Vas cleared his throat. “Hey– Breathe man. Don’t make it worse.”
“Wait. So you’re mad at me?” I interrupted. Dimitri’s cloak suddenly felt heavy on my shoulders. I wanted to crumble it in a ball and throw it at his head.
A disgusted look entered his eyes. “You could’ve died. For what? A quick fuck in the alley?”
“Are you serious?” Disbelief coursed through me like icy lightning. “I fucking know that.”
“You shouldn’t have been there. You should’ve been more alert. You know better.”
“Guys.” Vas held up his hands between us.
But it was too late. Dimitri had unleashed something inside me that would not easily back down. “How the fuck was I supposed to know bandits had plans to have me attacked, kidnapped, and ransomed?” I snarled.
“Hey. It doesn’t matter,” Selene interjected. Her light voice was unwavering. Pale eyes focused in Dimitri’s direction. “I missed it too, okay? She’s back now, and she’s unharmed. That’s what matters.”
“Unharmed?” I barked a laugh, and it was cold enough that Selene flinched. “No,” I snapped at her, rising to my feet. “I wanna hear what he has to say. Why are you pissed Dim? Because I was having fun? Because I let my guard down for a second? At least I know how to.” My anger was hot and unchecked.
Dimitri stood slowly, his eyes dark. I’d hit a nerve with that one. We never talked about it, but I saw the way he looked at Selene. I saw how his eyes were always on her, and never on anyone else at the bar. Atlas and Vas and I– we messed around. But not Dimitri.
“And what happens the next time you decide to have fun? We graduate soon. The Southern Forces deal with the rebels. What, you want to get captured by them next? You want to be the next Seraphine Terrahaven? They’ll make your bandits look like fucking nothing. Gods, you’ll get us all killed.”
That hit entirely too close to home. I sucked in a breath, fighting the urge to snap the truth. To show him just how much I knew about the rebels. To set him straight.
But I couldn’t.
“That’s enough,” Vas snapped. He moved to step between us, but stopped when I shot him a warning look.
Anger burned inside me like molten lava. I wanted to reap destruction. Show them my pain. Show them what had been done to me. I almost laughed, I felt so mad. Feral.
“How dare you?” I hissed. “I would lay my life down in a second for any of you, and you know it.”
“Seems like you’d lay your life down for just about any warm body that crosses your path,” Dimitri retorted.
Someone gasped. Perhaps Atlas sensed I was ready to kill our brother, because they leapt between us, expression fierce. “That’s enough. This is not the time or the way, Dimitri.”
“No. I want to hear what he has to say. Why are you so angry?” I hissed.
Dimitri ground his teeth together so tightly, I was surprised they didn’t crack. “You were dead,” he hissed. “Did you know they wanted to name me captain?”
I scoffed. “Wow, sorry to wreck your promotion.” I could feel the moisture in the air, heavy, and singing out to me. “Next time I’ll stay dead for you.”
“You’re an idiot, Theia. A fucking idiot.”
“And what does that make you? I’ve been back for five fucking minutes,” I bit out. “And what, you’re mad at me for it? Because it means you can’t be captain?”
With guttural growl, he turned and kicked furiously at a piece of driftwood. It all but shattered at the burst of violence, bark tumbling across the sand.
“What I want is for you to be a fucking leader,” Dimitri exploded. “Leaders don’t get kidnapped by fucking bandits. Leaders don’t abandon their team. You’re supposed to be better than that.” He strode towards me as he said it, his familiar dark eyes glaring into mine.
I threw my arms in the air, fed up. “You know, for some reason I expected you’d be happy to see me. I don’t know why the fuck I was so deluded.”
Selene stood. “I don’t think–”
“Shut up,” Dimitri growled at her.
We all went silent. Deadly silent. Even the lake seemed to be holding her breath, waiting for time to right itself.
Dimitri had a tendency to be a grouchy dick. To me, to Vas. Even to Atlas, on occasion. But he had never snapped at Selene before. Had never looked at her with anything other than fondness. And now…
My blood boiled. Hot rage burned through me, and then water was coiling in long serpentine ribbons up and down my arms. I stepped closer, stopping only when Dimitri and I were toe to toe. “You forget your place.”
I didn’t give anyone time to react. In one fluid motion I raised my arms, pulling water up and out of the wet sand. I allowed it to coat Dimitri’s legs up to his knees, and then with a simple twist of my fingers, the water froze. A strangled sound escaped him as he was abruptly immobilized. His eyes widened and for a brief second I was so reminded of Klaus that I hesitated.
Dimitri looked at me then. Really looked. Deeply. Unyieldingly. “What was that there?” He asked cruelly. “Let’s revisit it.”
Alarm tore through me as I felt his familiar magic sinking its claws into my mind.
And then my world swirled, the sand and shore turning into an alley. Suddenly I was back there— Klaus was impaled by my spear. Clea was screaming. I felt the sensation of a blade biting into my flesh and warm blood seeping out. I felt an arm wrapping around my throat and pulling tighter and tighter. Black spots speckled my vision.
I fell to my knees.
No.
Heat, white hot, began to course through my body with vigor. There was fire burning inside me, energy thrumming inside my veins. The arm around my throat disappeared, then the pain in my shoulder. I rose back to my full form, and as I did the alley faded away until I was again at the beach. There was a roaring in my ears as I fixed my gaze on Dimitri.
I was alive with power.
His eyes widened, and a twisted bit of pleasure coursed through me at the sight. No one had ever broken free of his mind grips before.
“Perhaps all the torture they put me through was a gift,” I told him in a voice that didn’t sound like my own. I stepped towards him and grinned. “Because now, my mind is stronger than yours.”
Dimitri said nothing. He watched me with wide eyes.
“Theia–” someone called beside me.
But I wasn’t done yet. “Never try that again,” I hissed. “I am your captain and you will yield.”
In a gesture that spoke volumes, Dimitri bowed his head.
His submission brought me no peace, I didn’t want this. Couldn’t he see that? All I wanted was to clean up, throw on fresh clothes, and get in my bed. That was it. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to fight with him.
My hands curled into fists. The ice melted away.
“I’d like you all to leave me the fuck alone now.”
When they all took a step to follow me, I held my hands up. “Alone,” I repeated.
 
The smell of incense greeted me as I entered our apartment. Selene liked to light it when she was trying to focus on her magic. Typically, I found the smell perfumey and abrasive, but this afternoon I welcomed it. It smelled like home.
For a moment I let myself forget the fight with Dimitri. I pushed away the feelings of betrayal as I stood in our common space— undecorated and impeccably tidy, as per regulation— and felt my shoulders relax.
I made my way to my room, having already stopped in the bathhouse to wash up my face and arms, and changed into nightclothes. It was early, and the sun was still high, but I just wanted to sleep.
I curled into bed, and it was the familiar smell of the linens, the softness of the mattress under me, that broke down the final wall of my resolve.
The sting of Dimitri’s words burned like an infected wound. His anger and disappointment replayed in my mind. His quiet violence. So quickly he’d latched onto my pain and trapped me within it. So intentionally. He might not have even realized what I was seeing, what he was replaying for me, but it still felt like the ultimate invasion.
I don’t know when I fell asleep.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-Three
 
Atlas was in my room when I woke up, early evening judging by the deepening purple of the sky. They had lit the lamp on my dresser and were sitting casually on the floor, one leg crossed over the other. A book sat on their lap.
“What are you reading?” I folded my arms under my head and they looked up, marking their page with a blue ribbon.
“Herbal medicine. You’d hate it.”
“Ah. Probably.”
Atlas smiled, the corners of their mouth crinkling. They set their book aside and drew a leg up. “So.”
With a discontented sigh I leaned back into my bed and pulled a ball of water from the air. I froze it and began to pass it nervously between my hands. “I shouldn’t have gotten physical with him. That’s on me,” I admitted. “But what he did–” I paused, running my thumb across the smooth ice. “He went too far.”
Atlas tilted their head to the side. “What did he make you see?”
I shook my head. I had just gotten it out of my mind. “Doesn’t matter.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t intervene.”
“Don’t be. I asked you not to.” This wasn’t the first time Dimitri and I had butted heads. It wouldn’t be the last, either.
There was another long silence, save for the sound of ice smacking against my palm as I threw the ball up in the air and caught it.
“How did you do that?” Atlas asked.
How had I broken free of Dimitri’s mind grip? I glanced at them and when I saw nothing but honest curiosity and concern, I shrugged. “I just did it,” I said. “I don’t really know.” And that was the truth.
“Your eyes… they turned black,” Atlas said carefully. “I’ve never seen that happen before. Never heard of anything like it.”
“Black?” I echoed. Well, that certainly was new.
“Yeah. Like… I don’t know how to explain it. It was like your eyes had just entirely dilated until there was no white left.”
“Well shit. They’re fine now though?”
Atlas nodded.
We were quiet as I processed that information. By the time Atlas spoke again, I’d decided to toss it into the box of things I didn’t want to think about.
“Can I lay with you?”
I blinked in surprise. “Of course. You don’t have to ask.” Without missing a beat I moved over, rolling to face the ceiling.
There was a rustle as Atlas got up, and then the bed dipped beside me. Instinctively I leaned closer so we were pressed shoulder to shoulder, thigh to thigh. I let the ball dissolve into the air, chasing their warmth instead.
“You know… Dimitri was the first one who made it into the alley that night,” they murmured.
I cleared my throat. “Yeah?”
“He must’ve seen Clea first— I don’t know. But I swear… I've never seen him like that. He was out the door before I even knew what was happening.”
"They were going to kill Clea if I didn’t go with them. It wasn’t that simple," I whispered.
“You don’t have to justify anything,” Atlas murmured. “Dimitri is just… he’s so protective, you know?”
That made me roll my eyes. “Yeah, of Selene.”
“That’s not what I meant,” Atlas snorted. “Come on, he’d literally let himself be burned alive if it meant protecting us. Not just Selene. All of us. And I think he was just so angry that you were taken from him. From right under his nose.”
I didn’t answer.
They reached out and squeezed my hand. “I'm not excusing his behavior. He was an idiot tonight, but it’s only because he’s been a wreck. We all have. He wasn’t kidding– High Command really sat him down to talk to him about taking over your role as captain.”
“I’m sure he was thrilled.”
“No,” they paused. “I think that was the moment that broke him. Broke us all.” Atlas had turned to stone beside me. I reached out, and fingered a strand of their hair. They sighed. “Dimitri owes you an apology. Definitely earned a smack upside the head. But he loves you, you know that?”
“Yeah,” I sighed. “I know.”
Atlas’s eyes swept my face, missing nothing. “More importantly. Are you okay?”
“I’m good,” I said reflexively. What else could I say? I couldn’t tell them the truth about what had happened. What I’d seen. My free hand twitched towards my stomach. To where Sierra’s arrow had ripped through me. “I killed two people,” I found myself saying. That was a truth I could part with. A truth I wanted them to know.
“We found the one in the alley,” Atlas whispered. “He was face down. I think Dimitri might’ve thought it was you at first by the way he turned him over.”
I shook my head. “His name was Klaus. His daughter was with the…bandits too. I killed her the night I esc— was rescued. She was young.” Young and angry. At me– for taking her father away from her.
Atlas squeezed my hand. Light and warmth radiated up my arm, gently soothing the ache in my chest. “I can feel the anguish inside you,” they murmured. “I’m sorry Theia. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s fine,” I said. “We all will go through it, I suppose. I’m dealing.”
“Doesn’t make it easy. Or better. But I’m here for you. I know you did what you had to.”
I couldn’t answer. A pause stretched between us, and then I spoke again, voice clear: “Killing Klaus was one of the things Dimitri made me see back at the beach. He saw how I felt about it, and used it against me.”
“Oh.” Atlas flinched. “Oh.”
“Yup. So I’m going to need some time on this one.”
They swore, and ran a hand through their hair. “Dimitri is such an asshole.”
“Oh yeah.”
“Want me to beat him up for you?”
“That might be the only solution,” I deadpanned. But I couldn’t keep my face serious for long— my lips split in a grin. Gods. “I missed you.”
Atlas wrapped their arms around my shoulders and pulled me close. Their familiar scent wrapped around me like a blanket, and I felt them exhale into my hair. 
“I missed you too. More than you could ever imagine,” they murmured.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-Four
 
There was a softness around the edges of the room I stood in. No– not a room. A tent. The brown canvas walls were stretched taut, and I reached out, touching the sturdy material. Dread pooled in my stomach as I realized where I was— the beginnings of panic taking root.
    I’d made it out. Hadn't I? Or had it all been a dream? My breath grew shorter as I stared at the fabric, my fingers beginning to tremble.
    Out. I’d made it out. Through the desert— past Sierra. I’d cut her down and gone through—
    “Finally,” a voice murmured. It cut through the air— through my panic— like a knife. It was deep and husky, warm and familiar.
    I whirled to face Sere, a million questions on my tongue. But then I saw her, stretched languidly in a lounge chair, —arms behind her head, shirt rising up to reveal a narrow strip of hardened stomach muscles– and they vanished. Under my gaze she shifted and sat up.
I tracked her movements like a hawk. If I wasn’t so on alert, I might’ve been surprised by the longing inside me. By the inexplicable urge I had to cross the distance between us and touch her— to see if she felt as real as the tent did.
It wasn’t until my shins brushed the edge of her chair that I even realized I’d moved.
    “You know,” she said simply. Her honey eyes scanned my face, and whatever she saw there seemed to encourage her. “You have to say it. I can’t.”
    I sucked in a shaky breath of resolution. “Which part do you want to talk about?” I asked quietly. “The compulsion? Or the bond?”
    Her eyes darkened.
    “That’s it, isn’t it?” I pressed on. “You never left your salvyre, did you? Fray took you, and he offered you a bargain. Just like he did to me.” 
In one fluid motion she swung her legs down and rose to her full form.
    Gods, I'd forgotten how tall she was. Energy swirled through the air as she towered over me, standing close enough that I had to tilt my head back to fully see her. She crossed her arms over her chest, thick muscles straining against her shirt.
    “Gotta say siren, I was starting to worry you’d never catch on.”
“You weren’t exactly clear.” But I wondered now if that was because of Fray. Because of the commands he could so easily impose on her, and she’d be helpless but to obey. “Why would he take us? Because we’re salvyre? Captains?”
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “We’re powerful. I suppose taking us sends a message.”
I shook my head. “And you– you knew about the bond between us. You knew and didn’t tell me. Why? Does Fray know? Does he know you’re here right now– talking to me?”
    Her gaze raked down my form, the molton honey of her eyes missing nothing as she took in the clothes I’d worn to bed. The pants and shirt were soft and flowy, and by no means scandalous. But the look on her face? It was full of fire. I felt like she could see me. Really see me.
It was unnerving.
“Stop staring at me,” I hissed, cheeks flushing. “You wanted me to figure it out, and I did. Are we going to talk about it or not?”
Her arms unfolded, coming to rest casually at her sides. Her palm found the pommel of her sword, and she cupped the worn metal. There was an edge to her voice when she answered, “I don’t believe he knows, no.”
I opened my mouth, then closed it again.
“Just ask it, Theia.”
I frowned. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
She stared down at me, her expression unreadable. There was a pause as neither of us spoke, as I waited for her answer.
“I think Matteus Fray would’ve killed you if he knew,” she said finally—her voice low. “Even now, you’re not safe. My words— my thoughts, my breaths— he can take them all.”
“The bargain,” I whispered. “It's that powerful?”
She laughed, but it was a sad, sad sound. “With each bargain he makes, he grows stronger. Now? All he has to do is ask me if I’m keeping anything from him, and I’d tell him everything. Anything I've ever said to you. All about our bond. About our shared magic. That you know about his gifts, and can tell anyone. In one sentence, he can make me tell him everything. At least now... you're far away. As safe as you can be.”
“Sere—” I began, surprised by the innate urge I felt to reach out and touch her. Comfort her.
But she wasn’t done. “He’s commanded me to never betray him. To never look for loopholes or ways out. Every time we speak– anything you tell me could get back to him.” Her golden eyes darkened. “If I were a better person, I’d have stopped seeing you the day you left the camp.”
My heart thundered in my chest. “Why then? Why risk it all just to see me?”
“I like these,” she cut in, reaching out to touch the hem of my night shirt.
I stilled, confused by her sudden pivot. “Sere.”
“You never struck me as the type to have nice pajamas. But now that I think about it…” She traced the line of tiny embroidered flowers with her fingertip. When she glanced back up, through the shadow of her lashes, the ghost of a smile tugged at her lips. “I suppose it makes sense.”
My cheeks burned. “Stop trying to change the conversation.”
Her fingers caught the fabric, rubbing it delicately between them. “Did you pick these out yourself?”
I had, but she didn’t need to know that.
“You know,” she continued, lips twitching up into a smile. “I can’t tell if I prefer you like this, or in my clothes. You looked cute in my shirt.”
“Seraphine Terrahaven, I’m going to kick your ass if you don’t knock it off.”
Her head tilted in challenge. Around us, candlelight flickered. “Go right ahead,” she urged, releasing my shirt. “I’d love to see it.”
“When did you know?” I asked instead. “When did you figure it out?”
Silence stretched between us. I studied her through it– refusing to look away. There were bags under her eyes that I hadn’t noticed before. Shadows in her cheeks. She looked… hollow.
“I knew the second I touched you here, and you didn’t burn,” she admitted finally. Her hand rose slowly to touch the skin of my throat.
I barely stifled my gasp. Heat flared where our flesh touched, and my eyelids fluttered at the sensation. My heart pounded in my chest as I recalled the time she’d gripped me wearing her glove of fire, that first day at the camp, and how the flames sizzled out against my neck.
Mako had said mates would come to share magic. If Sere couldn’t burn, I suppose I couldn’t either.
“So if you had never touched me, would the bond have ever awakened?”
She grinned. “I suppose we’ll never know.”
I sucked in a breath. “And we’re mated now? Is that it? Connected forever?”
    “Yes.” Her hand found the pommel of her sword again. “The bond will only get stronger as it actualizes. Faster when we call upon it to dreamwalk like this.”
My brows pulled together. “What do you mean?”
The step forward she took was small, but my body prickled with awareness. We were already so close, I could practically feel her warm breath on my face. She gazed down, her golden eyes boring into my own.
“This is only the beginning, Theia. A bond between mates is unbreakable. Invulnerable. Inevitable,” she murmured. “Soon, we won’t be able to hide anything from each other. Thoughts… feelings… powers.” Her eyes flicked down, then back up again. “We’ll share it all.”
The smell of sandalwood and smoke filled my lungs as I inhaled. I leaned in instinctively. 
“So what do you propose we do?”
She straightened, and her smile vanished. She was suddenly Seraphine the captain again— former lieutenant of Fort Ember. Power was packed into the set of her wide shoulders. “There can be no ‘we,’ little siren. Not like that.”
My face flushed. “That’s not what I meant.” And it wasn’t. But still— her abrupt rejection snagged in my chest.
“Theia…” Sere stepped back and ran a hand down her face. The movement drew my attention to her exposed forearms, and the tight cords of muscle there. For a moment I imagined in her her salvyre leathers. How she would have looked with the patch of the Southern Forces across her right breast, standing with her team in the desert.
And suddenly, one thing became crystal clear.
    “I’m going to get you out of there,” I declared. But then I frowned. Graduation was still so far away. I couldn’t just leave Arderiah, couldn’t leave my salvyre. I certainly couldn’t take Matteus Fray down on my own.
    But, deep in my gut, I knew I couldn’t stay either.
    “No,” she said firmly. “No, siren. You got away. Don’t come back.”
    I barked a laugh. “We’re connected. As long as you’re there, so am I.”
“Our bond changes nothing. You must know this.”
My lips parted in shock. It felt abruptly cold in the tent, as if all the heat had been sucked out in a single gust. I found myself wrapping my arms around myself, my exhale clouding the air.
“So why bother?” I demanded. “You’re the one who dropped all the clues. The one who told me to figure it out.” I stepped towards her, dread pooling in my gut when she took another one back. “You got me out. Let me return the favor.”
“It’s not that simple and you know it.”
My eyes narrowed. “I’m going to find a way. I’ll ask around–”
“No,” she hissed. And in that moment— she looked more serious than I had ever seen her. “Do you know what will happen if you do that? You’ll attract attention. Trust me, you don’t want that.”
“I’ve already got Fray’s attention,” I reminded her.
Her golden eyes darkened. “Matteus Fray is not the only one you should fear.”
“Sere–” I took another step forward.
“I can’t, Theia. Just drop it. Let it go.”
“You made me promise not to make a bargain with him.” As I said it, her hands tightened around the edge of the dresser, knuckles white. “Why?” I hissed. “Why bother helping me at all?”
Energy buzzed in the air around us, and for a brief moment, I was overcome with the urge to touch her. To close the distance between us and take her hands in mine. To press my body against hers. Blood thrummed headily in my ears.
Sere didn’t answer. She watched me with lidded eyes, and even then, leaning against the dresser quietly, her presence was consuming. Commanding. I swallowed.
“What can I do? To help you?”
She only shook her head mutely, fixing her gaze on a spot just above my shoulder.
“So what then? I just let you continue on like this? What about your salvyre? How do you think they’d feel, knowing you don’t even want to try?”
When she refocused on me, her eyes were ablaze. She pushed away from the dresser and crossed the tent. She reached for me, her long fingers curling around my arms tightly.
“Stop.”
“Why?” I breathed. “I’m going to find Fray and ki–”
Before I could finish she smacked a hand over my mouth. “Don’t,” she hurried, her voice scratchy. “Don’t finish that sentence.”
I narrowed my eyes.
She lowered her hand, trailing it down to rest atop the sensitive juncture of my neck and shoulder. There was an urgency in her expression that hadn’t been there before. “I can’t keep this from him if you say that.”
My heart skipped a beat. “Oh.”
She glanced away. “All this talk of you rescuing me,” she continued dryly. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you cared about me, siren.”
“Salvyre don’t leave each other behind,” I answered immediately.
“I think it’s more than that.”
“It’s not.”
The look she gave said she didn’t believe me in the slightest.
“I know what you’re doing,” I grumbled, pointing a finger in her face. “Why don’t you want to talk about this? You’re trying to distract me.”
Sere barked a laugh. “Is it working?”
If we had been simply two women in a bar— simply two women talking, chatting– yes. Every inch of her six foot something frame was like a beacon drawing me in. Perhaps if nothing else mattered– if the world could simply slip away— I would say fuck it all and kiss her.
“No,” I told her, forcing resolve into my tone.
Her hand curled until it wrapped just slightly around the back of my neck. Honey eyes lifted and gazed into mine, full of heat and promise. “You’re lying,” she accused.
“And you’re too confident.”
Her long thumb swiped across my jaw and then under my chin, pulling my face up so I couldn’t look away.
I shivered. My magic sensed her proximity and all but purred, begging for more contact. Begging for release. I wanted her hand not on my neck, but all over my body. Moving. Caressing.
This fucking bond.
“It wasn’t like this before—” I whispered.
Her thumb moved once more along my jaw– slowly this time. She watched me patiently, a keen awareness in her expression that revealed she knew exactly how much I was affected.
“Mhm.”
“It’s the bond,” I insisted. But I was finding it suddenly hard to remember what we’d just been talking about. I couldn’t break away from the heat washing over me. I couldn’t move. There was only the touch of her skin against mine.
“Who was the woman from the alley?”
I blinked. The woman from the alley?
“The night you were taken. You were with a woman.”
“The night I was…” Then it dawned on me. “You mean Clea?”
She curled her pointer finger around a lock of hair and tugged lightly. “What is she to you?”
Heat stained my cheeks. “Why do you care?”
“I’m curious.”
“She’s a friend.”
Her scar glinted as she cocked her brow. “Close friend, hmm?”
“If you really want to know,” I scoffed. “We were having fun. That’s all.”
Sere smirked. “Just having fun?”
“You know what I mean.” This time, when I moved to turn my head, she let me. The lock of my hair fell away from her fingers.
And then she leaned in so close that her breath warmed my skin. “I don’t,” she whispered in my ear. “Why don’t you show me?”
Energy surged in my veins, coursing through my blood and pounding in my heart. I was not a woman who turned down a challenge.
I took a step forward, my hands flattening against her hard stomach, pressing until her lower back bumped into the dresser. Rising to my tiptoes, I breathed in the heady mix of sandalwood and smoke.
“What about you?” I asked as her hands came to rest just above my hips. “Anyone I should know about?”
There had to be. There was an intoxicating allure to Seraphine Terrahaven. Perhaps it was the hardness to her femininity. Perhaps it was her strength– her dominance. I could get drunk on the powerful set of her jaw, the way her broad, strong shoulders tapered into her lean, narrow waist.
No. It was the way she carried herself– like she didn’t need the weapons strapped to her belt; she knew that she was a weapon in her own right, powerful and honed to perfect lethality. Seraphine Terrahaven was a force.
The shift in her breath was the only warning I got before she moved, her arms coiling around my waist and holding me tight as she spun us. I gasped when my feet left the ground. Then I was perched atop the dresser, legs splayed wide with her directly between them.
Her hands came to rest on my knees and she leaned in, so close that her lips brushed the shell of my ear as she whispered, “there’s been no one since before I was taken.”
Taken. The word settled heavy in my stomach. She had been taken, just like me. Clarity was like a cold bucket of water. I moved my hands to her torso and pushed softly. “Wait.”
She stepped back. Caution flickered in her eyes. “What?”
“We need to talk about this,” I reminded her. “We need to come up with a plan.”
She took another step back, and the space was sobering. “You’re working for Fray,” I reminded her. “Compulsion or not, we need to talk about it. We need to do something.”
She gritted her teeth and looked away. “I already told you. There is no we. Not like that.”
“If I can do something to stop him, to help you, why wouldn’t I?” I asked incredulously. “We need to get you out of there.”
“Theia–” she started, then stopped.
“No. Why are you here, Seraphine?” I snapped. “Did you really think you’d just show up and we’d what, fuck? And that would be the end of it?”
She lurched away as if I had struck her. “Of course not.”
“Then what? Why are you here?”
She dragged a hand down her face, brows pinching. “I don’t know, okay? I’m trying to figure all this out.”
“Don’t you want to be out of there?” I demanded as I slid down and back onto my feet. “Or are you so content to keep doing as you’re told that you don’t care about what’s right anymore?”
It was a low blow, and I regretted the words immediately.
“Of course I care,” she snapped, eyes darkening. “It doesn’t change what I can and more importantly, what I can’t do. You think I don’t know what’s next?”
I pressed my lips together and glared up at her. “So if you know, and you’re really a salvyre, then you must have some sort of plan,” I insisted. “Our kind don’t give up. It’s not who we are.”
“I’m not giving up,” she growled, then turned away from me entirely. She faced the tent wall, her shoulders stiff and defensive. “Giving up was another choice taken from me.”
I vividly recalled the memory she’d shown me of Fray pressing up against her, the way her hands shook in a mix of fear and rage. My stomach lurched. “Sere–”
“Years,” she growled, spinning back around. “I’ve been his fucking slave for years now. You think I haven’t tried everything I can think of? He knows everything. There are no secrets, Theia. There is no fighting back.”
I straightened. “So what, you just keep going along with it?”
Her expression hardened. “And what’s the alternative? You desert and come after me yourself?”
The hurt was second only to my anger. “And what will you do when High Command gets there? Will you fight your own people? They don’t know you’re being controlled.”
She stiffened. “High Command is coming?”
“What did you think would happen when you helped me escape? That I wouldn’t tell them what I knew?”
She gritted her teeth and looked away. “I think,” she said slowly, pausing to grimace. “I think this was a bad idea.”
“What are you talking about?”
She shook her head. The edges of the dreamscape began to blur. I sucked in a breath, feeling a sudden rush of dread wash over me. She was leaving.
“Wait,” I found myself pleading.
Her hand cut through the air in a gesture for me to stop talking.
“Sere–”
She took in my expression, and ever so slightly, her eyes softened. “Graduate. Be with your salvyre. Forget about me and Matteus Fray.”
The idea of forgetting Seraphine Terrahaven– this woman I barely knew, but was irreparably tied to– was unimaginable. Impossible. In a sudden spit of furious longing I wished that I could be back at Fort Ember. That I could be part of whatever offensive they were going to take. I wanted to be the one to kill Matteus Fray.
I reached out and grasped her forearms, just as they began to blur. The tattooed skin flexed under my fingers.
“I’m your mate,” I reminded her. “This bond is unbreakable– inevitable— you said it yourself. You can’t get rid of me, no matter how much you may want to. We’re always going to be drawn to each other. Mates aren’t meant to be separate.”
Panic was clawing its way up my throat. If she really left– what would happen to us? I’d never heard of it before– mates being kept apart.
Carefully, she reached up and cupped my cheek, her thumb gently tracing the seam of my lips. She frowned. As if I was just another thing that she no longer had access to. That Matteus Fray had taken from her.
“I think it’s time I do what’s right. This will be the last time I find you, little siren,” she whispered. “And that’s okay. Stay away. Stay alive.”
“Sere–”
But it was too late. She was already gone.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-Five
 
When I woke, panicked and disoriented, Atlas wasn’t the only one curled up next to me. Selene had joined us at some point and was pressed up against my back, her small hands loose around my waist. For a moment I stayed still, absorbing the warmth of the people I loved most in the world, allowing them to steady my racing heart.
Except, seconds bled into minutes. Minutes seemed to stretch into hours. My heart continued to hammer in my chest, frenzied and furious. Sere was gone. She had just left– and I knew, knew with every fiber of my being– that she meant what she’d said. That she wouldn’t be back.
Not even having Atlas and Selene cuddled up next to me could ease the panic that knowledge caused. And it was dark. So dark. As time stretched on, it was hard to fathom that the darkness of my room was not in fact Kian’s basement. I half expected him to walk in, the masked rebels at his side ready to hold me down so he could carve me to his liking.
I shuddered, burying my face into Atlas’ shoulder.
    “Theia?” They murmured groggily.
    “Shh.” Carefully, I extricated myself from their arms and slid down to the edge of the bed. Atlas’ eyelids briefly fluttered, but then they snuggled closer to Selene and their breathing became even once more.
Something about the sight tugged bitterly at my heart. At how peaceful and complete the two of them looked. It made me ache.
I turned away.
 
I was nearly to town when I discovered I was being followed.
The muted footsteps were some forty paces behind me– discreet and practiced. If I wasn’t a salvyre, I probably wouldn’t have even noticed them.
No right-minded person would be traveling this way at this hour, certainly not so quietly and carefully. Which meant only one thing— I was being followed.
Absently, my fingers twitched to the knife at my hip. A fight felt like just the right thing to assuage the buzzing in my head. Already adrenaline was thrumming in my blood, my magic tingling in the air. But I kept my paces even, waiting for the perfect moment.
When I stepped through the heavy shadow of a shuttered shop, I ducked behind a wall and concealed myself within the dark. I waited.
I didn’t have to wait long. My pursuant’s steps were quick and steady as they approached.
I clutched my dagger tighter, wondering belatedly if I’d walked into a trap.
What if Matteus Fray had found me? What if he tried to take me again? Back to that basement.
I was a fool.
Stay safe. Stay alive. Sere’s words echoed in my head and it pissed me off so entirely that my fear was chased away.
When the figure finally stepped into the shadows, I lunged, expertly pivoting so I could slam them into the wall. My dagger pressed into the flesh of their throat as I leaned in.
Calm, pale eyes, wholly unperturbed, caused me to freeze.
“Selene?”
“Hi.”
The sight of my sharp metal digging into the creamy expanse of her neck was enough to make my gut clench. I leapt away, clutching my dagger in front of me. “You followed me.”
Her head cocked to the side as she gazed in my direction, and I felt a jab of real fear. How much did she know? I straightened and sheathed the blade. “Why?”
Her face was smooth as she replied, “I'm here for the same reasons as you, I suppose. Couldn’t sleep.”
“Well you should be more careful. I nearly cut you,” I snapped in annoyance. She flinched, and my gut clenched again. “Why didn’t you say anything? Why did you follow me?”
“I-I didn’t want to impose,” she muttered. “But, I don’t know. It felt wrong letting you head off alone.”
In other words, she was afraid I’d let myself get taken again.
“Wow, thanks.”
Her face fell, and I had to turn away. Guilt was a burning torch in my chest, but there was nothing to be done about it. She shouldn’t have come. What I needed— well, I couldn’t do that with her here. It was that simple.
Moving towards Oren’s Tavern, I half expected her to turn around and go home.
I hoped.
But her quiet steps echoed mine once more.
 
I handed my coins to the stocky man behind the counter. It wasn’t Zak working tonight, much to my relief. In fact, none of the people who lingered around the bar were of the crowd I knew from my weekend trips out. In the corner, a young woman sat strumming her lute and humming softly. 
“When you hugged me earlier, I got a glimpse of you coming here,” my sister admitted.
Without glancing her way, I took a sip of my ale. “Did you tell the others?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
When she hesitated, I turned to face her. Her brows were pinched together. “I don’t know,” she admitted.
“Will you?”
She blinked. “Not if you don’t want me to.”
It was easier to look down at my drink than to keep looking at her. The cup had a gray smear along its side. Grease from the kitchens, probably. I couldn’t find it in me to care.
“What else did you see?” I asked after a long pause. My throat was raspy as I spoke, so I cleared it with the rest of the ale.
Her fingers reached towards me and instinctively I flinched away. Shock colored her expression.
“No,” I snapped as I scooted back. Who knew what she would see this time?
“I’m sorry, I didn’t–”
“What else did you see?” I repeated. The hurt and confusion was clear in her face, but I needed to know. I gripped the cup tighter. “Tell me.”
She shook her head. “I didn’t see anything else. That’s why I’m here. To talk to you–”
And just like that, I was done. She wanted to talk. To get me to spill my guts so she could try to make me feel better. I slumped in my seat. “You should go.”
My sister recoiled as if I had slapped her. “Seriously?”
“Yes.”
“You’re mad at me,” she accused, eyes glistening. “Look, I’m sorry. I don’t know how I missed it, okay? I fucked up my one job. I tried to find you. Every fucking day…”
My head was throbbing. I pushed my empty glass towards the bar and rubbed at my temples. The bartender took the hint and made his way back, and I took the momentary reprieve to gather my thoughts.
She blamed herself for my abduction. For everything that had happened. For not bringing me home.
The urge to reassure her otherwise was instinctual. And yet… I couldn’t. Not yet.
“I’m not mad,” I said finally, once the bartender was out of earshot and my glass was full. I knew she must’ve been beside herself with worry and guilt while I was gone. “But I need some time,” I tried to explain. “For now… I want you to stay out of my head.”
“You act like I can control what I see. You know it doesn’t work that way,” she snapped.
“I know,” I agreed. “Just… don’t touch me.”
She gritted her teeth and turned away. “If that’s what you really want.”
Of course it wasn’t what I wanted. I wanted none of this. What I wanted was to have never left in the first place— to have spent the last month training and preparing for our exam. What I wanted was to scrub my body clean of the scars that marred it forever. To find a way to break Matteus Fray’s hold on Sere– to free everyone from his grasp and reunite Jasper and Ariadne with their sister.
But I didn’t say any of that. How could I? Shame had my throat in a vice. The thought of her seeing me, bare and bleeding in that cold basement? Of her touching my hand and getting a glimpse of all the ways Kian had hurt me, degraded me? It made me sick. So instead, I focused on the cup in front of me and nodded. “Yes. It is.”
The bar was quiet– not quite busy enough to disguise our conversation. And I could feel the eyes on us.
Frustration burned deep inside me. I knew her intentions were good, but I couldn’t stand it. Here I was, at the place where it had all started, trying to find some sort of peace. Closure.
But I couldn’t. Not with her here. Not with her looking at me like I’d just killed her puppy. I groaned, and rubbed at the ache between my brows.
“I’ll go,” she said finally, pushing away from the counter.
“You don’t have to.” But my words were hollow.
She swiped at her eyes, and shook her head. “You want to be alone. I get it.”
“Let me walk you back.”
“No.” She started to stop me with a hand on my shoulder, but remembering my request– drew back just as her fingers brushed my sweater. “Sorry.”
I gritted my teeth, but if the touch had revealed anything, she kept her composure. She merely tightened her cloak and stepped back, expression guarded. “Stay. Seriously.” She reached into her pocket and withdrew a coin, placing it gently on the counter. “Next one’s on me.”
“Selene–”
“No.” This time she was louder– firmer.
I rubbed at my temple and settled back into the seat, focusing on my drink. I could hear her retreat behind me, but instead of relief, I only felt worse. 
“You’re her sister?” The bartender asked, breaking me out of my self-pitying thoughts.
I bristled and eyed him warily. “What’s it to you?”
“Just happy to see you both reunited.” He shrugged, then reached out to top off my ale. “This one’s on me. That girl’s been here nearly every night, drinking my ale and talking to anyone who will listen.”
My grip on the cup tightened, and fortunately, another patron chose that moment to wave him over, sparing me from further conversation. Gritting my teeth, I focused again on that stupid gray smear on my cup. It was shaped like a piece of shit.
I took another sip of my drink, pleased by the way it warmed my gut. It soothed frozen, anguished parts inside me. Made me feel slightly less empty.
I chugged the rest of my drink and slid Selene’s money across the counter.
“Another, please.”  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-Six
 
On my fourth day back, I woke to the early dawn hues of orange and purple, streaming in through the window.
My time at the rebel encampment had all but rendered me nocturnal, so as I blinked sleepily, I almost didn’t believe I was actually awake. When was the last time I had seen the sunrise?
Prior to Matteus Fray, I ran almost every morning. Those early hours had once been my favorite time of day– the one slice of Arderiah I had to myself, when the world was still quiet. It was easy to get lost in the power of my legs beneath me, to the steadiness of my heart in my chest.
I longed for that again.
When I made my way into the common area of the apartment, I found Vas seated at the table– a steaming mug and a plate of food in front of him. He was polishing his sword, the tart smell of oil heavy in the air.
    “You’re up,” he said as I approached, sliding a mug across the worn wood. “Here. For you.”
    “For me?” Vas being the first one up was unusual in and of itself. Him up and doing chores– getting me breakfast? Unheard of.
    “Yes ma’am.”
    “Well, what about you?” I settled into the seat beside him, accepting the coffee with furrowed brows.
His shrug was nonchalant. “I already ate. Figured I’d bring you back something.”
“Oh. Thanks.”  I held the mug tighter, the heat of the coffee warming my fingers. “I’m surprised to see you up this early.”
Vas never got up before me. He was not a morning person by any stretch of the word. I studied him as he worked, watching him run a rag along the gleaming blade. There were circles under his eyes.
“Been waking up with the sun lately,” was his simple response.
“Oh?”
“Yeah, I’ve had a hard time sleeping.”
That made me frown. “You got me breakfast. How did you know I’d be up?”
He snorted. “You think I don’t know your schedule after all these years?”
A fair point. “And the last three days?” I countered. “I’ve slept in every day since I got back.”
Vas grinned. “I know. And on those days, I gave the food to Atlas.”
Knowing my brother had been bringing back breakfast for me, on the slight chance I’d wake up early and eat with him, caused a knot of emotion to swell in my throat. He’d brought me exactly what I would’ve chosen for myself. Coffee, with a drop of cream. A plate of eggs and toast — buttered and smeared with apricot jam.
For a moment, I could only stare at the food, struggling to contain the storm of raging emotions.
The sound of Vas capping the small bottle of oil cut through the air. He tossed it, along with the dirty rag, into a box on the ground.
“You’re going on a run?” He asked.
I stilled, then nodded, poking the eggs with my fork. They looked like they always did— not runny and not overcooked. Just how I liked them. And yet, my empty stomach rolled.
Everything, it seemed, made my stomach lurch. I knew it would take time to get used to real food again. To put the weight back on. But there was a side of me that was just so angry. I’d been eating this same stupid breakfast every day for as long as I could remember. Couldn’t my body just cooperate?
I scooped up an unappetizing blob of egg and shoved it into my mouth.
“I’ll join you.”
“Wuh?” I asked around the mouthful, sure I’d misheard.
“I want to run with you.”
That jerked me out of my wallowing and self-pitying real fast. I nearly choked on the eggs as I answered, “you hate running.”
He shrugged. “I wouldn’t say I hate it.”
“You have though. Many times.” I put my fork down. “Are you unwell?”
His lips pulled into a mischievous grin. “I don’t have a clue what you mean, sorry.”
“You really want to come?”
“Of course I don’t, but stop trying to talk me out of it.”
Well, that sounded more like him.
“If this is because you’re worried—”
“It’s not.”
“It obviously is—”
“I want to come because I missed you, you idiot. I want to spend time with you.”
My cheeks flamed. Oh. “Vas…”
“Ew, no, don’t make it weird,” he said, holding up his hands.
I reached out and shoved him. “You’re insufferable, you know that?” But, I smiled anyway. “Let me finish, and then we’ll go.”
 
The sun was just beginning to peak over the horizon when Vas and I made it to the beach. The air was quiet and cool, and the crashing of the waves pulled at the magic inside me. I breathed in the familiar smells, the familiar vision of dawn breaking over the Lost Lake.
    It was only when I realized Vas was watching me, analyzing my reactions, that I looked away from the sunrise in embarrassment.
    “How’s Leona?” I asked. “Still messing around with her?”
    He shook his head. “I haven’t really spoken to her since things went down.”
    “Oh.” My chest tightened. I rubbed at a scar along my middle, which suddenly ached.
    Twenty-nine days. That was how long I’d spent away from my salvyre. I suppose a lot could happen in that time.
    “I’m sorry man,” I murmured. “Are you okay?”
    My brother looked unphased. “I’m fine. It kind of just faded out, you know?”
    Still. He’d definitely liked her. At least at one point, anyway. I watched as he leaned forward to stretch his hamstrings, skeptical.
    “You gonna stretch, or?” Vas paused, and I decided to leave the Leona thing alone— for now.
    We stretched for a moment, my muscles stiffer than I was used to. It took a bit longer than usual to get to the point where I felt ready, and by then, Vas had already gone through his stretches twice.
    I signaled, and we broke into a jog.
    My body fell into the movements naturally. The wind whipped around us, tugging loose strands of hair from my braid. I brushed them back, then focused on finding my rhythm.
    Vas let me set the pace. And Gods— each stride was more magnificent than the last. The feel of the salty air on my skin, the sand beneath my feet— it was familiar. Safe. The sun was just starting to kiss the water, scattering pinky hues all across the bay. In the distance, the joshua trees along the rising cliffs shuddered gently in the breeze. 
    We were quiet as we ran, the sound of our breaths mixing with the break of the waves along the shore.
    I felt at peace.
    Whole.
    For one perfect moment, Matteus Fray was forgotten.
And then my breaths started to become shorter. Ragged.
    Vas glanced at me. Vas— whose breathing remained cool and even. Vas– who hated running.
    Annoyance, laced with something akin to desperation, flooded me. I sped up, setting a brutal pace. Vas kept stride with me obediently, our feet pounding into the ground.
    But his breathing was still fucking even.
    My chest was on fire. Every breath I took burned through me. I kept pushing, furious. My legs strained and my lungs clenched in my chest. Vas and I flew through the sand, me red and out of breath, him barely winded.
    “Theia,” he warned.
It infuriated me. Made me dizzy with desperation. If I slowed down, if I stopped, I had no idea what I would find. What would unravel. I had to keep going. If I could make it just a little further…
But my body decided that was not in the cards for me. Gracelessly, I stumbled to a halt, limbs sprawling as I flopped onto the ground. I heaved, and vomited up my entire breakfast. Chunks of egg and bread spewed across the sand.
Vas reached for me, presumably to brush away the loose strands of hair from my face, but I had a sudden vision of the enforcer and flinched, smacking his hand away.
“Don’t touch me,” I choked, before vomiting again. Bile stung my tongue, bitter and hot. Gods. How many times had I vomited in that basement, when the pain had been too much? I was being dragged back. I could practically smell the damp air, hear the rattle of my chains.
“Thee, look at me babe.”
“No. Shut up. I just need a minute.” I lifted a trembling arm to my lips, and wiped away the mix of sweat and vomit. Sand stuck to me, to my hands, my knees, my shins. I spat, then gagged at the feeling of grit in my gums. “I just need a minute.”
“You were gone a long time. This is normal. It’s okay.”
“It certainly is not okay,” I hissed, in a burst of emotion that surprised even me. My heart was hammering in my chest. My body was tensing, seizing up like Kian was the one beside me, my personal harbinger of pain and suffering. I was drowning in his presence— even though I knew he wasn't even here.
Anger was my life raft. I grasped it and held on. “Do you fucking hear yourself? If they knew,” I snarled, pointing towards the instructor’s halls, “if they knew how fucked up I am, what do you think would happen?”
His warm brown eyes scanned my face, not a hint of doubt in them. It made me want to vomit again.
“How about you tell me what you think they’ll do?” He said slowly. “Because what I think is they will want to work with you and catch you back up. One month away does not undo a lifetime of training. You really think Elys would give up on you that fast? Dyleth?”
I barked a laugh. “I’m ruined, Vas.” The truth of it was like the bite of Kian’s blade, deep deep in my chest.
Vas’ eyes narrowed. “Don’t say that.”
“It’s true.”
Sand scattered around us as he moved suddenly, grabbing the sides of my face and forcing me to look at him. His brown eyes were urgent now– possessed. “You are not ruined, Theia Stormfury,” he said through gritted teeth. “The woman I see is strong and more capable than anyone I know. She’s a fucking warrior.”
I tried to swat his hands away, but he held tight, forcing me to look at the sincerity in his face.
“Fuck, Vas, I can’t,” I swore, struggling fruitlessly.
He held me.
Watched me.
Saw me.
“Vas–” I warned.
“You can’t push us away,” he growled. “We’re not going anywhere.”
“Vas–” I begged.
“No.”
And so the dam burst.
Fat tears welled in my eyes and cascaded down my cheeks. My vision blurred at the magnitude of them. Even when Kian had done his worst, even when I was soaked with sweat and sobbing— begging for him to stop— I didn’t cry this hard.
“Theia,” Vas breathed, and there was so much softness there, so much adoration, that I cried harder.
He wrapped his big arms around me and pulled me close, letting me rest my head on his shoulder. I trembled in his arms.
“You are not ruined,” he growled into my ear. “Do you hear me?”
“I don’t know what to do anymore,” I confessed. The words were garbled. “I don’t know how to move forward from this.”
He pulled away, wiping my tears with his thumbs. The effort was futile, as more came.
“You’re not alone in this, okay?” He told me. “You’re home. You’re safe. It’s over. That’s all that matters. The rest, we can figure out together.”
If only it were that simple. I pulled away.
“This body doesn’t even feel like it’s mine anymore.” If he knew… If he knew.
I could tell I was upsetting him. I knew him well enough. But to his credit, he stayed beside me; he continued to hold me. His clear brown eyes weren’t afraid.
“Listen to me. Every morning we get up and practice. We get you back to where you were. Soon, you’ll be faster than you were. Stronger, because you fought for it.”
He said it was such confidence, such promise, that my insides died a little. The wind whipped harder around us and the smell of salt water— which had only minutes ago made me feel safe and free— suddenly was choking.
“I don’t know if I can survive another year here.”
His eyes widened. “Theia–”
“You don’t get it,” I hissed. “Now that I know— after—” I had to stop myself from saying more. High Command had made their orders clear: I was not to talk about the rebels. “Fuck. Forget it,” I hissed.
But Vas’ gaze had drifted. I glanced down, and saw my shorts had ridden up, revealing the scar on my thigh. His eyes had frozen on the four letter word he saw there, the name of the man whose face haunted my dreams. I yanked my shorts back into place, but it was too late. Heat stained my cheeks.
His eyes met mine with renewed vigor. “If you think I’ll be anywhere except by your side, you’re fucking crazy. You say fuck this, and I’ll go with you right now. I’ll say fuck Arderiah, fuck Elys and everyone else. I’ll spend the rest of my life hunting them down with you.”
My eyes watered again, and he shook his head. “Or we do it my way. Every day, we get up. We get the fuck up. And we come out here and run.”
In that moment, I could’ve sworn he understood. That everything I couldn’t say was out there in the air between us, clear as day.
My shoulders sagged. I took a deep breath.
“But you hate running.”
Vas leaned back in satisfaction, his hands falling away. “So it will be good practice for me too.” He cocked a brow, daring me to object. “We get the fuck up, and we get it done. And then when we graduate, we’ll join the Southern Forces and hunt every last fucking bandit in existence.”
Despite his optimism, there was a dull ache that continued to throb in my chest. I knew that even if we came out here and ran every day, I’d never again be the woman I was.
But he looked so hopeful. So full of conviction. So when he reached up to wipe away the last of my tears, I gritted my teeth and nodded.
“Okay.”
 
Atlas and Selene had left for breakfast by the time we’d cleaned up and returned. It took a while for me to comb through the tangles in my hair and redo my braid, but I felt much better once it looked smooth and neat.
When I emerged from my room, wearing my leathers and strapped with weapons, Dimitri and Vas were sitting at the table, talking in hushed tones. They didn’t immediately notice me, and as I watched, Dimitri sighed and folded his head into his arms.
    He didn’t look up as I approached, nor did he when I pulled the chair out from the table across from him and sunk into it. The floor was cool under my bare feet, but the air between us was cooler.
    I’d managed to avoid him and Selene since I’d fought with them. When I told Elys I wanted to try and catch up on my studies before jumping right back into things, she’d agreed.
    And so I’d spent the last three days in the sage’s hall studying Gladim, the God of Vengeance and Vassalage. I’d poured over books, trying to learn everything I could about mind-control and bargainers. Of compulsion.
    Oh, and I read a lot about mates. What it entailed and how I could be affected. I needed to know: what would happen if Sere and I stayed apart?
    Nothing I found was reassuring. No tips on breaking bargains or resisting compulsion. And the books on mates? They seemed to suggest that once the bond awakened, extended time apart would put strain on us. That the longer we went without seeing each other— we’d weaken.
    Possibly worse.
    “Dimitri,” I greeted quietly.
    He looked up then, his eyes red-rimmed with little crescent moons shadowed beneath. The exhaustion there wounded me, despite our fight. Despite the lingering anger and resentment inside of me.
    Vas glanced between us, then pushed to his feet. “I’m gonna go swing by the mess again. I'll meet you guys at class?” He glanced at me expectantly, and unable to disappoint him, I exhaled pointedly and nodded. His face split into a grin as he made his escape.
    There was a stretch of silence as Dimitri’s dark eyes scanned my face. I could see the heaviness in his expression, could feel the emotion in his silence.
    Finally, he rubbed at the scruff on his chin, and grumbled, “I thought you had died.” And his voice broke on the last word.
“I know.” It was all I could think to say. “I know.”
“You don’t,” he disagreed in a low voice. “They others… I don’t know. They didn’t believe it. They kept holding out hope.”
“I was gone, Dim,” I reminded him gently. “You all handled it in different ways.”
His eyes snapped to mine, anger returning. “No. You don’t get what I’m trying to say. I… I knew that they had taken you alive. I knew— well, to get the jump on you? It had to be planned. That meant they wanted you alive. So I knew you had to be out there somewhere.”
There was a pause as he gathered himself. I waited quietly, knowing he needed to get it out.
“But you didn’t come back,” he continued. “And days kept passing and Elys never had any updates. I knew it was bad. I kept thinking about all the things that could be happening to you and Gods, I began to hope you were dead.”
“Dim–”
“When I saw you in the courtyard I started getting glimpses. Flashes. You know I can’t see everything– just bits of emotions and pieces of memories. But I could feel the intensity inside you— so different from the Theia I knew, and I kind of just lost it.”
“Look,” I said in a low voice. “I’m here now, yeah? I made it out. I’m here.”
He cocked his head. And I knew that look. Dimitri and I— in so many ways— were the same.
“Are they dead?”
Klaus and Sierra? Yes. The ones who mattered? “No.”
His expression darkened. “Have they been apprehended?”
My hands curled into fists on the table. I didn’t answer.
“They’re still out there.”
“Dimitri, I don’t want to talk about this.” I sighed and rubbed at my temples. “I’m sorry for using my magic against you the other day, okay? It was wrong of me.”
He studied me for a moment, all perception and intellect. For the second time in one morning, I felt a surge of vulnerability.
“No,” he murmured. “I’m sorry. I was wrong for what I did. For what I said.”
I nodded, folding my hands and studying them. “Do you have any doubts, though? About me as our leader?”
He blinked, hurt crossing his features. I knew he felt remorse. And I forgave him. Possibly in the same instant it happened. But that didn’t mean these things could go left unsaid. If he had doubts, I needed to know.
“No. Never.”
His tone was certain. Resolved.
“It will take me some time,” I admitted. “To be as I was. But I’m trying.”
My brother shook his head. “No one expects—”
“But I do.” I exhaled sharply. A glance out the window showed the sun rising higher. “It’s getting late. We should go.”
Dimitri nodded in mute acceptance. But as we left the apartment and started for the courtyard, he reached out and wrapped an arm around my shoulders— perhaps the single form of affection he knew.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-Seven
 
Winter came and went. The class above us were taken to the capital for their exam, and when they returned to Arderiah on the Winter Solstice, there was a celebration. Everyone rejoiced, and even I found myself caught up in the excitement.
And yet, as life fell back into place, there was still an ache of emptiness inside me. With every meal, every training session, every moment of quiet— came the creeping awareness that while I continued, Sere was off somewhere doing Matteus Fray’s bidding. That knowledge consumed me more and more every day.
The Southern Forces had probably already engaged the rebels, maybe even squashed the rebellion and ended it there. Sere and her salvyre could have already faced off, already battled, and I would have no idea.
But I did know two things.
First, Sere was alive. I had done my fair share of research on mates and bonds— I was confident if anything had happened to her I would know. The books had compared losing a mate to losing a limb. To feeling like one was being ripped in two. My bond with Sere might’ve still been weak. Undeveloped. But I knew she had to be alive.
And the second thing I knew: her continued silence meant Matteus Fray was also alive. She was still his pawn. If she was free... I would know. Right?
In January, the class above us left for the Scarlett City. Most salvyre ended up there, choosing to join the city guard rather than an assignment in one of the Red Court’s smaller villages or border posts. They had been assigned to the city’s south side, the rowdier side that saw the most traffic from merchants.
And thus we became the eldest class in Arderiah. A a position I had long looked forward to claiming, a position I'd imagined myself in countless times.
It didn’t bring me an iota of the joy I had once thought it would.
If anything, it made me more conscious of the way my clothes still didn’t quite fit me, the way my cheeks were still too hollow, and the bags under my eyes from nightmares that plagued me. I knew that’s what the younger classes saw when they looked at me. I knew they’d heard the stories. Had drawn their conclusions. When I caught them staring, they averted their eyes like startled animals.
Theodora Stormfury: Captain of the 98th Class, the one who couldn’t get her shit together.
 
In late February, when the sun was finally starting to stay out longer again, Selene stepped into my room on our off day and stood there, arms crossed.
“We’re going to get drinks tonight,” she said simply.
“Okay,” I told her, laying back and playing with my ice ball. We’d never fully addressed the fight between us. But after Dimitri and I had made up, the group fell back into a sort of routine, and things had been more or less normal.
“All of us,” Selene continued.
“Good, you'll have a good time.”
I hadn’t been out since my first night back. And, I’d noticed, neither had they. The four of them had been staying at Arderiah with me. Every morning, Vas woke up with me to run. Every evening, Dimitri and Atlas dragged me out into the courtyard to practice sparring. And on our days off? Dimitri and Selene helped me study, and Atlas took me to the beach to meditate. Any extra time I could get to myself I spent in the sage’s hall, searching for information on bargainers. Even then though, I knew one of them wouldn’t be far.
I knew my salvyre were, in their own ways, trying to help me. And I appreciated it. But I was also glad that they were going to go out again. They deserved to have fun.
“Theia,” Selene said.
I looked up, meeting her pale gaze.
“We want you to come with us,” she clarified.
“Oh,” I replied, mind blanking as I tried to come up with an excuse. I certainly couldn’t tell her that going to Oren's Tavern was the absolute last thing I wanted to do. That going there that first night back had been more than enough for me. “I’m kind of tired,” I told her instead. “You guys should go, though.”
Selene frowned, and for a moment, that alone was almost enough to change my mind.
“I just,” Selene started. She wrung her hands together nervously. “It would mean a lot to me if you came.”
A pang shot through me. I knew her intentions were good, but I couldn’t shake the dread. Unease coiled around my heart like a snake.
“Please?” She asked softly.
I groaned and ran a hand down my face. “Selene…”
“Just for a little while. Please? I won’t leave your side all night.”
That made me feel worse. Guilt and frustration twisted in my gut. “You’re going to Oren’s Tavern?”
She shook her head. “We don’t have to! There’s also that place down the street. Or we could even go to the town out west. Up to you.”
She seemed so eager. It was awful. She deserved a night of happiness, and I hated that I was robbing her of it.
“Alright,” I conceded in a huff. I swallowed the panic and sat up. Oren’s Tavern would be fine. We’d been going there for as long as I could remember. It had once been like a home away from home. It could still be that, right? Going somewhere else almost felt like admitting weakness. Admit failure.
“Oren’s Tavern is fine, if that’s what you were thinking. I bet Zak’ll be thrilled.” I said, trying not to sound hollow. “But I probably won’t stay long. And you guys have to promise not to leave when I leave. Stay, and have fun.”
Selene leapt onto me, arms wrapping around my shoulders. She kissed the top of my head. “Are you sure? Seriously, we can go anywhere you want.”
But going to Oren’s felt like a milestone. Like a necessary step I had to take. It was like a middle finger to Fray and Kian and honestly— to myself. To the parts of me who said I couldn’t.
“I’m sure.”
My sister hugged me tighter. “Theia?”
“Mhm?”
“I love you.”
I smiled. “I love you, too.”
 
Later that afternoon I stood before the mirror in my room, running a comb through my damp hair. I wore a pair of leather pants, with a loose sleeveless cotton shirt that dipped low at the sides. The profile of my breasts and the lines of my ribs were visible when I moved and lifted my arms, and in the past I’d loved the confidence the top gave me.
But this time, I felt insecure as I dressed. Despite all of my training, because of my constant lack of appetite, my ribs were still too prominent. I felt a flash of anger at myself.
I began to braid my hair, choosing a style more intricate than I’d usually go for. When I was done I stepped back, checking the dagger strapped to my thigh. For good measure I slid a second one into my boot.
Vas smiled at me like a child on Winter Solstice when I emerged from my room, teeth and all. Dimitri nodded his approval and Selene walked up to me and grinned widely.
“I bet you look fabulous,” she said. “Doesn’t she Vas?”
“If looks could kill,” he agreed.
Atlas sauntered out of their room, smirking. “Ooh, you know I love that shirt on you, Thee.”
Selene’s small hand reached out to touch the material. When her fingers found the long dips in the sleeveless armholes, she cocked a brow. “I know this cut has to look amazing on you, but I think you might need a coat, babe.”
“Yeah, Atlas, I was going to ask if I could borrow—“
“I already know the one,” Atlas grinned. They disappeared back into their room and popped out a second later, holding a fur-lined leather jacket. It was a bit long on me, but I knew I looked good in it.
Vas whistled.
“You guys ready?” Dimitri asked. His face was tense with something I couldn’t quite read, but when our eyes met, he gave me a reassuring nod.
Selene looped her arm through his, pulling him towards the door. “Yes, crankypants.”
My gut clenched. Maybe I couldn't do this. They began to file out, but I stood frozen to the spot.
Until Atlas glanced in my direction. They took in my expression, my pale cheeks and tight brows, and held out their hand. "I got you, babe," they said softly.
I could do this. It would be fun.
Swearing under my breath, I reached out and took Atlas’ hand.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-Eight
 
As the five of us made our way to our usual table, I glanced around, scanning the patrons. If Vas noticed me doing it, he didn’t say. He merely gestured to the bar with his chin, and I wordlessly followed him, shucking off my jacket and tossing it to Dimitri, who caught it and slung it over the back of his chair.
Zak was behind the bar. He glanced up as we approached, then did a double take. His eyes widened to the size of saucers, lips parting to form an “O.” And honestly, his expression was funny enough that it set my anxious nerves at ease. I smiled as Vas leaned against the counter and prattled off our order.
Zak nodded, still gaping. “Coming right up. This one’s on the house, yeah? It’s good to see you both.”
“Been a while,” I agreed.
It hadn’t occurred to me what that night would’ve been like for the patrons at the bar. For Zak. How would it have looked when Clea came running back in, panicked, smelling of fire and smoke? I wondered if anyone besides my salvyre had rushed into the alley.
“How’s it been?” Vas asked. Casual.
“Slow. Not as busy in the winter, you know.” Zak looked between us, curiosity burning hot in his eyes. He pushed the drinks towards us: three ales, two wines. I took an ale and sipped it. The familiar bitterness of it washed down my throat, and I all but sighed in content.
“Clea’s been looking for you,” Zak continued. “I think she’s here somewhere tonight, actually.”
I stilled. Vas immediately looked between us, then threw an arm around my shoulders. He gave Zak a warning look. “We’re keeping it low key tonight,” he told him, then cocked his head back towards our table. “Come on, Thee.”
Vas and I grabbed the rest of the drinks, and we made our way back to the table.
“Thanks hun,” Atlas said as Vas handed them their wine.
I passed Dimitri his ale and took another sip of mine, pleased again by the familiar warmth that coursed through me.
“If my next kidnappers don’t have ale, count me out,” I decided.
My entire salvyre whirled to face me, eyes wide. There was a pause, and then a startled laugh burst from Vas’ lips.
“Theodora, was that a joke?” Atlas’ tone was laced with surprise and amusement. “I suppose what, wine won’t suffice?”
I grinned. “Certainly not.”
And at that, the rest of them laughed. The sound was… cathartic. Eyes bright, Atlas started prattling off a story he’d heard about the class below us, about some torrid love triangle between one of them and two enlisters they’d gotten wrapped up in. Vas broke in several times to ask questions, and by the end, Dimitri was smacking them every time they tried to interrupt.
For the first time in a long time, my smile wasn’t forced. My laughs were genuine. I decided I was happy I’d let Selene convince me to come out. I’d missed this.
“Theia?”
And her voice cut through my mood like a knife cutting through butter. My body tensed and I met Dimitri’s gaze across the table. Their expression was unreadable.
I turned to face Clea.
“Gods,” she muttered. Her eyes, once warm and brown, were tainted with something dark. She looked at me like I was a ghost.
“Oh, hey.” My salvyre had gone quiet behind me.
“Can we…?” She mumbled. Her voice trailed off, and she cleared her throat.
“Actually we were–” Vas started, but I held a hand up to stop him.
“It’s alright.” The concern in his expression caused my chest to tighten. But, I decided, much like coming out here tonight, talking to Clea was something I had to do in order to move forward. The old Theia never shied away from things she was afraid of. She confronted them head on. And while I wasn’t afraid of Clea, I was afraid of being sucked back into memories of that night. Memories of her, pinned by the rebels, Sere’s fire at her throat.
I would confront those fears.
“Yeah,” I told Clea. I pushed up from the table, pausing only to swallow down the rest of my drink. “Come on.”
This wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have in front of everyone. Instinctively, I led her towards the door to the alley, causing her to nearly crash into me when I stopped short.
“Actually, let’s sit.” I gestured to a small table instead. Before she could object, I slid back a stool and perched on the edge.
Clea stood for a moment staring at me, then pulled her stool up to mine so we could sit closer. Watching me carefully, she sat.
“Do you want a drink or anything?”
She pursed her lips. “No.”
A strand of hair had fallen loose from her bun, and hung around the side of her face. I once would have reached out and pushed the strand behind her ear. Maybe even leaned in, caressed her cheek and kissed her.
Such an idea now made my stomach churn. I looked away.
“I’m glad you’re okay.” And despite the hardness of my tone, it was the truth. It was good to see her alive and well. I’d made the right choice, going with the rebels in exchange for her freedom. If I had let her die… I knew that would break me in a way the Frays never could.
“Of course I’m okay!” The urgency in her voice surprised me. I turned, only to see her face contorted in something that resembled anger. Before I could react, she reached out to take one of my hands in hers. “I’ve been waiting for you,” she mumbled, voice thick. “Gods Theia. I saw them take you. I’ve been losing my mind, seeing that damn alley in my head every night.”
I gently tugged free of her grasp, then rubbed my clammy palm against my thigh. “I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner.” 
My heart began to thump faster in my chest. The emotion in her expression was too similar to what I’d seen that night.
Maybe... maybe talking with her was a bad idea. I wasn’t as strong as I had once been. Why was I deluding myself?
“Months,” she cut in. “I’m not stupid, Theia. I know what this,” she gestured between us, “is to you. But I didn’t find out for months that you were alive. And even then, it was from some random enlister. I've been waiting like a godsdamn idiot for you or Atlas or someone to show up—”
“I get it,” I interrupted. My head was starting to pound. “I’m sorry, okay? But I did what I had to do. I got you out of that alley.”
A dry laugh escaped her. “What you had to do,” she repeated. “Fucking typical. I thought you were dead.”
“Typical?” I stiffened. She was mad at me, and I didn’t really know how to make it better. I didn’t even fully understand why she was angry. Because I hadn’t come back to see her? Because she had to process it all on her own? Couldn’t she understand why I wouldn’t want to come back here, of all places?
“I wasn’t sure if you’d ever even come back. If I’d ever even see you again.”
“Yeah, well, coming here wasn’t my idea,” I told her sardonically. Her face twisted in hurt. I looked away. “Look, I knew you were alive. That was the priority. The rest… well it wasn’t a fucking walk in the park for me, you know.”
When I glanced back at her, she looked crestfallen. “I-- this isn’t how I wanted this conversation to go. I understand why you wouldn’t want to come here. I’m just… I don’t know. I guess I also wanted to thank you.”
“You have nothing to thank me for.” The words were automatic.
She blinked in surprise. “Of course I do. You were a badass out there. You saved my life, I– I’ve never seen anything like it.”
A badass? Hardly. My ass had gotten handed to me. I shook my head. “Hopefully you never have to see anything like it again.”
She leaned in suddenly, and her eyes dipped down to my lips with intent, then met mine again. I froze, breath catching in my throat.
“Can you just let me thank you, Theia?” She breathed. And when I didn’t move, when I didn’t pull away, she leaned in and pressed her lips to mine.
The softness of her mouth normally would’ve set my body afire. In the past, I would’ve leaned into her touch, pulled her against me. Let her chase away my demons with her tongue.
But now? My entire body locked up. I was already half removed from this conversation, deep within the protection of my mental walls. As soon as her mouth touched mine, a voice inside my head screamed at the wrongness of it. She smelled of soap and sweat, not sandalwood and smoke. Her features were too soft, her neck too slim. 
Sensing my stiffness, Clea pulled away. “Gods I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to assume—” She hurried, brows crinkling.
Even as Clea stared at me with her dark eyes, full of warmth that once would’ve melted my resolve, they were not what I craved. They were not fierce and full of fire. They were not pools of molten honey.
It took me a moment to recover. “It’s okay,” I insisted awkwardly, reaching out and squeezing her hand. “I just can’t — not anymore.”
She opened her mouth to ask something, then thought better and closed it.
And that was my opportunity. “I’m sorry all of this went the way it did. Take care of yourself, yeah? Stay safe.” I wouldn’t seek her out again. And I could tell she knew that— was disappointed by it.
Straightening and smoothing out her shirt, attempting to recover with as much grace as she could, she gave me a final look.
“I’m glad you’re alive, Theia Stormfury,” she said quietly. “Thank you for everything.”
When she made her way back the way we’d come, and I didn’t stop her. Instead, I sighed and leaned back in my chair, rubbing my temples in an attempt to banish my budding headache.
At the bar, Zak was standing alone, wiping down glasses with a ratty cloth. When he saw me approach he immediately reached to fill one up. I accepted the ale gratefully, then slammed back the liquid with little fanfare.
Zak cocked a brow, then wordlessly gestured to the stool beside me. He took my glass and began to pour me another.
“Fuck it,”  I mumbled under my breath, and settled into the chair. The alcohol was working its way through my body, if the flush in my cheeks was any indication. I flexed my fingers, loving the way the humid air danced around my skin.
With the ease of a practiced bartender, Zak slid me the glass, then poured one for himself. He leaned against the counter, and gave me an expectant look.
“What?” I asked.
“You tell me.”
In answer, I raised my glass again and let the ale coat my throat.
“You know, you don’t seem too happy to be here,” he drawled.
I snorted. “I’m peachy.”
He set down the glass he’d been wiping and reached for another. “Anyone tell you how you scared the shit out of us all that night?”
“Bad for business, I’d bet.” I swirled the glass, watching the liquid move within it. I could feel the energy of it. For a brief moment I felt a flash of warmth— of energy that wasn’t quite my own— course through me. I could light this ale up just as easily as I could send it swirling in icy ribbons through the air. My blood seemed to call to both.
“The one who returns, back in my tavern.”
I straightened at that. His tone was casual, but the words reminded me of something someone said when I was brought to Fort Ember. “What?”
“That’s what they’ve been calling you.”
A sense of foreboding washed over me. “Why?”
Zak blinked. “I mean, you know. You’re the first one who’s come back.”
Bandits, I reminded myself. That was the cover story. “Is that so?”
“Come on, you’re not that dense.”
I bristled, but then forced myself to relax. Act cool. There would be rumors— of course there would.
“You’re going to have to be more specific.”
Zak twisted his cup in his hands. “You’re the first person our red-masked foes have taken who has returned,” he said.
My blood turned to ice. I swallowed hard. “You’re talking about the rebels?” I asked, keeping my voice low. Even so, I glanced around surreptitiously. “Nothing of that sort happens around here, Zak. They were just bandits. I wasn’t paying attention and they nabbed me.”
His flushed expression was knowing, which unsettled me. He cocked his head to the side. “S’not what Clea’s saying.”
I’d talked about this with High Command. They’d insisted that Clea’s side of things would be easy to dismiss. After all, she was just a civilian. She’d been so overwhelmed by things, so drunk, that she must’ve imagined the rebel garb.
“Clea’s full of it,” I said finally, giving him a look that dared him to object. “She was drunk.”
“So, she imagined the red bandanas then?”
“I never saw them.”
Zak leaned in, expression skeptical. “She said they had a fire mage. That it was a coordinated attack.”
I was sweating now. “I mean, I suppose. They had a relic. But they weren’t rebels.”
When Zak merely stared at me, I reached for my cup and took a long, deep sip. The ale was soothing.
“Humor me,” I interjected, before he could bring up the abduction again. “Anything happen while I was away?”
He cocked a brow. “The usual mischief.”
“Besides that?”
The look he gave me was more serious than I’d have thought him capable of. “Well, the merchants talk.”
“Of?”
“Of burning towns. Of people being somewhere, then not. Other merchants mostly.” He leaned forward, frowning. “Could just be that they’ve been skipping town.”
I sensed a ‘but’ in his assessment. “Seems likely,” I cautiously agreed.
“There’s a town a day or so’s ride south of Scarlett City.” The lanterns flickered. “An entire family. Gone.”
My body went cold. “Where do you think they are?”
He gave me a wry smile. “Well now, I’d imagine you had more insight on that than me.”
“If I knew, I’d be doing something about it,” I grunted. “I wouldn’t be sitting here bullshitting.”
Zak shrugged. “Do you know the baker down the street?”
“His sister has the stand with the ice cakes?”
“Yep. She’s missing.”
I froze. “What?” My heart started a rapid pace in my chest. “What do you mean?”
No. It couldn’t be Matteus Fray. High Command was pushing the rebels back. They couldn’t be out this far.
“I think you know exactly what I mean. Someone took her, and it certainly wasn’t bandits.”
I worked my jaw, searching for words.
But he was already talking again. “Last week I–”
Zak didn’t finish what he was saying.
He was cut off by a sudden surprised shout, followed by the sound of what had to be a table being thrown. Something inside me sprang to life, the hair on my neck raising. Zak swore, and I spun around just in time to lock eyes with someone across the room.
Someone I would recognize anywhere.
Someone who’s mere presence was enough to draw my attention, draw every fiber of my being towards them like a moth to flame.
A presence of fire so hot, so potent, that my entire body jolted with awareness.
Just beyond the entrance of the tavern, she stood, hair shrouded by a dark hood and face shielded by a red kerchief.
Hardened honey eyes met mine.
And everyone began to scream.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Twenty-Nine
 
I was so shocked by Sere’s presence that for a moment, everything else ceased to exist. A curtain had fallen over the bar and its patrons—and there was only her, only me.
Something inside my gut tightened, pulled me forward, urgently, like a tether to a ship rocking violently in a storm. The energy around us pulsed— wild and unsteady. It called out to me.
Her bloodshot eyes spoke everything and nothing, all at once. And she trembled.
This was not the Sere I remembered. And if she was here…
The world around us exploded.
“Get down,” I ordered, trusting my salvyre instincts. “Stay low and get out.”
“What’s going on?” Zak asked, voice catching. But before I could say anything else another crash sounded somewhere to my right. The copper tang of blood filled the air.
“Stay low and get out.” I repeated, pushing away from the bar. Sere moved at the same time, and someone at her side, similarly cloaked, said something to her. In a flash, flames blazed up the exposed flesh of her arms.
Chaos ensued.
The bar’s patrons were suddenly on their feet, blades drawn. There were grunts as sharp metal sunk into soft, unsuspecting flesh.
“Atlas!” I screamed, pulling an intoxicated man behind me just in time for him to avoid a swipe to the face. I shoved him towards the side door and pulled the dagger from the holster at my leg, swearing as my limbs tangled clumsily under the ale’s influence.
Again.
It was happening again.
Panicked, I glanced back to where Sere had been standing.
She was gone. In her absence, tables and stools burned.
“That way,” I instructed the patron, who was staring at me dumbly. “Get out of here!” Where were my salvyre? I looked wildly about the bar. My eyes narrowed on Atlas’ leather jacket, still slung over the back of a chair.
“Selene!” I bellowed. But my voice was drowned out by shouts and cries.
The rebels were here. They were attacking.
The fury I’d spent months burying, smothering, rocked through me fiercely enough that I staggered. I saw red.
While I’d been fucking around at Arderiah, they’d been planning. Readying.
How the fuck had High Command missed this?
The fire across the bar was blazing. I knew it would rip through the rest of the tavern with ease.
If they were here, then they’d made it past Fort Ember. Ariadne’s attack had failed.
Swearing under my breath, I started forward, tapping into the magic that was racing through my veins. Heat kissed my skin as I pushed past the broken furniture. The flames flickered as I fought them, but they didn’t dissolve. They burned, furiously, under Sere’s command.
It quickly became obvious that my grasp on fire magic was still too new. I would not be able to match her. And worse yet, the dry February air would not offer me enough water to snuff the flames out.
It felt all too perfect. Every odd was stacked against us.
I swore again. If I couldn’t put the fire out, then I had to start evacuating people. Had to push the rebels back.
Zak came around the counter, his arm wrapped around a man who had slumped to the floor. I wrapped an arm around the man’s other side, and together we pulled him towards the side exit. “We have to get everyone out of here,” I told Zak urgently. “Have you seen my salvyre? I can’t find them.”
“They were by the front earlier—”
The man between us groaned as he was jostled. Blood was seeping through his shirt. I reached out to steady him, but a hand grabbed my arm and pulled me back roughly. Zak struggled as the patron fell into him, eyes widening as he stared past me.
“Salvyre scum,” a rebel growled into my ear. I twisted free and lunged with my blade, just for my hand to be knocked away. The masked man countered my strike with a swing of their sword. I ducked and swept my leg, and it was only with an awkward jump backwards that they managed to avoid being knocked off their feet.
“Fuck this,” I growled, shoving my blade back into my hostler. I pulled at the air then, feeling the energy as the little water available coiled up and down my arms. I blasted the rebel with it, and when they fell to the ground I froze the water, successfully immobilizing them.
Without pause I strode past them, kicking the dagger away from their hands. A woman collapsed before me, and I didn’t even glance at her as I strode towards her attacker, knocking their weapon from their bloodied hands with a sharp kick.
The second rebel was smaller. I wrapped my fingers around their throat and roughly shoved them against the wall, pleased when it rattled at the force. His eyes were wide and wild.
“Why are you here?” I demanded, baring my teeth as I leaned in.
The rebel shook his head, clammy hands clawing ribbons into my arms.
“Tell me,” I snarled. There was a glass of ale beside them on a small table. I grasped at it, willing the liquid to shape into a long, deadly blade. I held it to their neck. “Tell me, or I’ll fucking kill you.”
The small rebel was surprisingly swift, and managed to drive his knee into my stomach. When I gasped, he twisted free and I was roughly shoved backwards. 
“Dumb bitch—” they hissed.
But I was already reaching for my dagger, already letting it fly. The rebel’s hands flew to their throat in shock as it struck them, and they fell back against the wall. When they coughed, a spray of blood splattered the side of my face.
There was no time to recover. To even wipe the blood from my eyelids. A knife whizzed by the side of my head, and I spun, swearing again. There were dozens of rebels. And even more were pouring in through the entrance.
This had been a trap. But for who? Me?
Goosebumps pricked my skin.
No. Not for me.
Not this time.
“Selene!” I shouted, horror washing through me, soaking deep into my bones. Where were they? The entire left side of the bar was engulfed in flames. The seats they’d claimed were empty.
I scanned the crowd for a familiar face. Anyone. But all I saw were red-kerchiefed rebels, quickly overpowering everyone in their path. Plowing through them like they were nothing.
My heartbeat pounded a rapid drum in my ears as I reached down and drew a sword from an unmoving body, testing its weight as three rebels turned to me. Their eyes were wild and angry. As two of them charged I swung, decapitating one in a single stroke.
I sent a prayer up to Mora, thanking the previous owner of my weapon for keeping it so sharp.
The other rebel dodged my blow and countered with a lunge. It became a dance. The two rebels parried with me, their movements surprisingly light and quick.
This had been a strategic attack. But who would have known we’d been here? We hadn’t been out in months.
A sinking feeling began to consume me. If Fray had found out about the bond…
Had Sere done this? Had she somehow led him here?
In a burst of energy I managed to sink my sword deep into the shoulder of the rebel to my right. It cut into flesh and bone and stuck deep, drawing a shout of pain from the cloaked man. I pulled it free and blood spurted, splashing over my arms.
“Bitch,” the other growled. A burst of pain shot through my hip when he caught me with his blade. His lips curled up, but then parted when I drove my sword through his center in a swift, practiced lunge. He roared in pain as he sank to his knees.
Wildly, I spun, hair sticking to my damp face. The tavern blazed. There was a loud cracking, and I jumped aside just in time to avoid a beam crashing down. I spun again– searching.
But it seemed that just as fast as they’d come, the rebels had retreated. “Selene?” I rasped, coughing. The flames had made quick work of the tavern’s walls. It was so smoky I could barely see.
I stumbled through the burning furniture and over unmoving bodies. Blood was seeping down my leather pants, the wound throbbing with every step.
But all I could think about was my salvyre.
“Atlas! Dimitri!”
Someone groaned and I nearly tripped over my legs, I stopped so fast. I looked around the blazing bar frantically, searching for the source of the noise.
They groaned again, somewhere beyond a stack of broken, burning tables. I pushed through the smoke and bodies, drawing up short when I spotted them.
“Oh fuck,” I breathed. “Fuck. Clea.”
She was trapped under a burning beam, blood oozing from her side. I reached for her. The flames hissed under my grip, but to my relief— they didn’t burn as I shoved the wood away.
“We need to get you out of here,” I said, kneeling to check her. Blood slicked my fingers as I pressed down on her middle.
“Shit,” she hissed. Her eyes were glazed over and wild. “Theia?”
Someone had slashed her clean across the stomach. The gash was so wide that even using both hands, I couldn’t completely cover it. It was a miracle she hadn’t bled out yet.
Fire was blazing around us, licking at her clothes, causing her to cough.
“Fuck. I got you, okay?” I slid my arm under her shoulders. “But we can’t stay here. Can you get up?”
She nodded, flinching as she struggled to her feet. It took her several tries, even with my help. I allowed her to put most of her weight on me, biting back the hiss of pain as my hip bumped into a ledge. Her shirt, wet with blood, stuck against the exposed skin of my side.
“My cousin,” Clea stammered. “His throat was cut.” Her steps were slow, and she swayed on her feet. When she coughed, the sound was wet and rattly.
What if my salvyre were dead too?
I shook my head and tightened my hold, peering up through the smoke and ash in front of us. “We’ve got to get out,” I told her through my teeth. “Come on.”
By the time we pushed through the front of the bar, Clea’s weight was almost entirely maintained by me. Her head lolled to the side weakly, her breathing labored.
    My eyes swept the perimeter of the street instinctively. Memories of the last time we’d been out here danced along the fringes of my consciousness. I half expected Matteus Fray to be standing there waiting, Sere in tow.
    “Something–” Clea rasped in my ear. “Something’s wrong.”
    I pulled her forward, searching. “Atlas?” I called. “Vas!”
The sun had set, but the burning tavern illuminated the dim, dirt road. The flames were alive, dancing with shadows along the empty street.
    “Something’s wrong–” Clea said again.
    Something was wrong. Very wrong. Where was everyone? Where had they gone? Surely some had made it out. Surely my salvyre were waiting somewhere, Zak and the rest of the patrons with them. And the rebels…
    The sound of hooves on dirt caused Clea to flinch into me.
“Who’s there?” I called into the night.
A figure, shrouded by a red kerchief, stepped from the shadows. He held the reins of a midnight black horse in gloved hands, and his long legs carried him gracefully through the dust and detritus. He was too tall to be Matteus Fray or Sere. Dressed far too richly to be common folk. A sword bobbed at his waist, and as he approached, I stiffened.
    “Where is she?” I demanded.
The man paused, then fixed the reins to a post. He gave the horse an affectionate pat, his shadowed gaze never leaving mine.
“Where is she?” I repeated when he didn’t answer.
The man toyed with the gloves he wore, slowly tugging one off, and then the other. His tendons flexed, and long talons burst from the tips of his fingers. “Your mate? Or your sister?” He drawled, cocking his head to the side.
In the moonlight, silver flashed. Icy fear slithered down my spine.
“No,” I whispered. Somewhere behind, another pillar fell. It crashed into the ground, sending a wave of fine dirt up into the air.
“Yes,” he countered, voice low and rumbly.
I wanted to tell Clea to run. To get out of here, or at least get behind me so I could protect her. But she was barely hanging on. Barely there. Her form swayed and trembled against mine.
I would not show my fear. There was too much at stake. I would not be cowed.
So I settled for fury.
“How could you?” I hissed. “You’re betraying your court. Your people. All of Ezuria.”
In one smooth movement, Lord Brutus Ashridge reached up and pulled the kerchief from his face. The cloth tore under his silver claws, falling to the ground in tatters. He took another step forward.
    “You’re working with the rebels,” I realized, feeling the fire in my eyes. “That’s why things are getting worse. Why nothing is being done!”
    Lord Ashridge, who had only a month ago thrown a celebration for the salvyre class above mine, pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Little salvyre, you have no idea how in over your head you are. Come. All will become clear.”
My shoulders shook with rage. I could feel the flames calling to me. Feel the moisture as it danced in the air around my skin. The energy hummed– all power. All mine.
“I’m not going anywhere. People died in there tonight. Innocents,” I hissed. “Explain yourself. What have you done with my salvyre? Where is everyone?”
    Ashridge’s lips tugged down, and he took another step forward. “Gone,” the Lord of the Red Court drawled. His shadow twisted in the firelight, his features elongating and sharpening. “You wish to see them again? See your mate again? It’s time to swear allegiance to the right side of the war. You won’t get another chance.”
    Matteus Fray was waiting for me, ready to strike a bargain. That’s what this was, wasn’t it? He wanted us all under his control, fighting in his army.
I would never be his. Never.
And I’d be damned before I let him get away with this. 
“Is that what you did? You struck a bargain with him?” I demanded.
Ashridge sighed. “Theia, I’m not getting into it with you. There can be no witnesses. So the choice is yours– accept the bargain, join your salvyre and your mate, or die.”
“You don’t have them,” I insisted. “This is a bluff.”
    The beast before me barked a laugh, the sound thick with amusement and morbidity. His teeth, sharp like knives, glinted. “Wrong, little one. They’ve already accepted the rebel king’s bargain.”
I froze, and his lips tugged into a vicious smile.
“Surprised? It’s all gone according to plan. Just as your oracle predicted.”
My heart thundered in my chest. He was lying– he had to be. My salvyre would never join them.
“Leave Selene out of this.”
He shook his head. “Selene is the heart of this. How do you think we pulled this off? How do you think we convinced your team to join us? It was all her. She’s quite the little actress.”
My entire body went as cold as ice. The pieces were coming together. Dread gripped me like a snake, coiling around my chest and sinking its fangs in deep. They’d known we would be here. The timing had been so perfect. And my salvyre weren’t stupid— they’d only walk into a trap for someone they trusted.
Clea murmured something in my ear, her voice tinged with fear, but I couldn’t hear it.
Ashridge watched my world crumble.
“It was her idea to go out tonight,” I recalled in a whisper.
No. This was Selene. My sister. How could I doubt her? She would never do this.
“You’re trying to manipulate me,” I accused. “It won’t work.”
Ashridge cocked his head to the side, and for a moment he exuded nothing but authority. So much so that doubt swarmed me. This man would never bow to Matteus Fray. Would never bargain with him. This wasn’t real. It had to be a nightmare.
And then the Lord of the Red Court swiped at me with his silver talons.
With a surprised yelp, I leapt back, causing Clea to stumble out of my arms and fall to the ground. Her muffled cry of pain pieced the air.
For a moment I was so stunned that I almost didn’t register that he’d struck me– and then the blood began to spill down my arm.
“Did you really think Seraphine Terrahaven helped you escape of her own accord?” Ashridge mocked. “That it was her idea?” He laughed, but the sound was empty. Dark. “That woman doesn’t have a breath of free will left in her.”
Clea struggled to sit up. I knelt next to her, blocking Ashridge’s path. With careful movements I reached for the dagger in my boot. The shadows licked at his flesh as he spoke, the long lines of him growing longer, sharper, broader. He stepped forward, and the ground seemed to shake.
“You’re alive because Matteus Fray willed it. Because your little oracle bargained for your life,” Ashridge continued. “Seraphine helped you because she was ordered to.”
I flinched as if I’d been struck. Horror, shame, disbelief– it all coursed through me in rapid succession. Because it was all starting to make too much sense. Of course Sere had not been the one to orchestrate my escape. How could she have, when Fray had her wrapped around his finger so tightly?
Selene made a bargain. For me. In exchange for my freedom.
At what cost?
“Where are they?” Panic was poisoning my body inch by inch. Smoke blurred my vision, burned my throat. I struggled to find my voice. “Tell me.”
“The rebels don’t have to be your enemy, Theia Stormfury,” he said instead. “The king has lost sight of what’s best for the Red Court. For Ezuria. Our land. Our children.” He shook his head. “The question is, will you help us? Or will you continue to work for those who oppress you?”
My stomach twisted. “How dare you. You did nothing tonight as your people were murdered. As they burned alive. There is no justice in that.”
And so I lunged.
He was quick— moving with the speed and agility of a soldier far older and more experienced than I. 
“Stubborn child,” he hissed as he jumped aside.
Already half shifted, he swept a claw across my chest, sending my tumbling back. I hit the ground hard and dirt swept up, coating my skin— getting into my eyes and mouth. I coughed, pushing upwards, only for him to reel back and kick me in the stomach, sending me right back down again.
Lord Ashridge towered over me, glowering as I gasped for breath. With no mercy and all of his weight, he stomped down on my hand.
I screamed as bones crunched, my grip going slack around my knife. He kicked it away, huffing as if the mere idea of me with a weapon offended him.
“Your oracle insisted you were too block-headed to see reason,” he said. “I see she’s right.”
“She would never say that. She would never betray her court,” I wheezed, managing to get to my knees. “You trapped her. All of them. How–”
He kicked me again, hard, sending me back into the dirt.
“Matteus Fray gave me strict instructions for handling you, little one. You certainly pissed him off. Between you and me, it’s probably better if it ends this way.” He straightened then, wiping his hands on his coat. “Just in time. Look who made it.”
His words were drowned out by the sudden roar of flames. In a blinding burst of light, fire circled us, ten feet high. The horse whinnied in alarm, but Ashridge paid no notice. His attention remained fixed on me as the ring broke, and a figure stepped through.
The flames flickered, caressing the newcomer’s face. A scar glinted.
Sere.
Her eyes were hollow– the honey dulled to a pale yellow. Even standing tall, muscles gleaming with sweat like a well polished sword, she looked wrong. Anguished.
“Matteus Fray wants you to suffer. Wanted to gift you right back to his enforcer,” Ashridge said, his tone bored. “But I convinced him that if you didn’t agree to take a bargain, you’d be more trouble than you’re worth. You’re welcome for that.”
“Why?” I managed. The words hurt– his kick must’ve fractured a rib. I looked away from Sere, afraid of what I might see there, and focused again on Ashridge. “He took everything from me. I did nothing–”
“Fort Ember was readying to kidnap his son. To use him as blackmail. Because of you.”
“What are you talking about?” I hissed. But then I reeled back.
Jasper. Ariadne. Sere’s salvyre. For a moment I could only lay there in shock. I opened my mouth, then shut it again.
I had told them of Fray’s son. Of the one weakness I thought he had.
“In any case,” Ashridge sighed. “I’ve got bodies to clean up in the alley. And I do suppose it’s rather poetic, sending you out this way.” He nodded in Sere’s direction. “It’s time. Kill her. Leave no witnesses.”
No.
When the Lord of the Red Court stepped back, the fire parted for him, before wrapping around us once more. My heart thundered in my chest. I looked up, through my sweaty, blood-clotted hair, and met Sere’s gaze across the way.
Her face was hard as stone, shadows flickering and dancing across it. As I stared in disbelief, her jaw clenched, and something like a groan escaped her teeth. Her arm raised, trembling, and her sword glinted in warning.
Behind me, Clea’s breathing turned ragged. Wet, as her lungs filled with blood.
“Sere,” I whispered, shaking my broken hand out. The bones were already setting– the wound in my hip closing. But I still ached. Every breath hurt.
Sere took another step forward. I could see the will inside her buckling under the weight of the command. Her sword arm steadied.
“Clea, can you get up?” I whispered, eyes locked on the tortured woman across from us. With aching slowness, I rose to my knees.
Clea didn’t answer.
Around us, as if sensing my alarm, the energy of my magic buzzed.
There was a pleading in Sere’s eyes. For me to fight back or run– I wasn’t sure. But I shakily got to my feet anyway and squared my shoulders. I would not leave Clea here to die.
I had no weapons to fight with. No team, no armor. The air was dry. Smoke curled about my arms and legs, a wispy caress– both familiar and new.
My mate stood before me, sword raised. The life in her golden eyes was siphoned into her flames, draining her dry. They grew hotter, higher– towering around us. They cracked and popped like bones.
She was magnificent. Even like this, especially like this, full of fire and poised to kill, she was magnificent. The bond between us was tangible. It pulled at me, held me, gripped me. It tugged me towards her– she, who was my life and death and everything in between. She, who was meant to be mine –and I hers– beyond this world and the next.
But here and now, we stood as adversaries. Two pieces, left to burn. That truth bent and curved around the silky tendril that bound us, poisoning each and every cell of my being.
And so, with careful movements, I pulled what little moisture there was from the air. A wisp of water curled above me like a snake, ready to strike.
“You have to fight him. You can. I know you can,” I rasped.
Sere’s eyes fluttered with a million things unspoken. 
And then they hardened.
She lunged.
She moved so swiftly that she was practically a blur. I thrust the wisp forward, freezing it into a shield before me. Sere’s sword pierced clean through it. Nearly tripping over Clea, I leapt out of the way.
There was no time to recover. I recalled my shattered shield, refreezing it into a blade just in time to block her strike. My movements were clumsy; my dominant hand was still broken. For a moment we parried, ice shavings flying with each clash.
Sweat dripped down my brow. The ring of fire seemed to be closing in, tighter and tighter. There wasn’t room to escape– only forward. Only through.
Under the weight of her blows, heavy with lethal force, I knew my make-shift sword was bound to shatter. Sere knew it too– I could see it in the tightening of her eyes, the tensing of her shoulders.
In one hard, punishing strike, her steel blasted through my ice without mercy. I gasped as the impact reverberated up my arm. Her teeth gritted, and briefly, ever so briefly, her eyes locked with mine.
In that short, split second— I could’ve sworn we’d switched places. I could sense her every punishing thought, feel every surge of her power, every lick of guilt, of despair, of disgust.
And then she lunged again.
And her blade pierced me clean through the stomach.
Everything stopped. The flames locked in place around us, frozen in a dance of death. Our heavy breathing halted. An icy hand reached deep into my gut and grasped my insides, spreading its chill through my center.
Sere moved– and if the world restarted around her, I couldn’t tell. All I saw was a flash of honey before she was falling away from me, trembling madly. Something horrible tore up and through her throat. And as the icy hand spread its fingers up into my chest, Sere squeezed her eyes shut.
When she opened them, there wasn’t warm gold any longer. Her eyes were gone, and in their place were twin keepers of something beyond and other.
Ignis.
I knew it as clearly and as entirely as I knew I was Theodora Stormfury.
And then I felt everything. The world was suddenly hard and raw and real. The flames were frenzied, each crack and snap piercing the night. Hot air, punishingly sharp, whipped around my body. That cold hand tightened furiously inside me, and as I gasped for breath, I realized, belatedly, it was not a hand. It was Sere’s sword.
Before I could think, I reached down and grasped it, yanking as hard as I could. A cry pierced the air and her weapon slipped from my fingers, tumbling to the ground. Fire exploded across my palms and I stumbled, crashing head first into a firm chest. I reeled back, but Sere was already catching me, already wrapping herself around me.
“Your eyes–” I choked out, each word like a lance.
Her sockets were blackened with darkness, absolute and entire. It spilled past her lashes, spider-webbing down her cheeks.
“I can’t–” she hissed through her teeth. And for a moment— her voice was not only hers. It was heavy and laden with something more.
She started to pull away, to push back from me, and without her support I fell to the ground. Her arms were darkened and slicked with my blood. Sere stared down at them, then took a step back, then another.
I grasped at my middle with one hand, and with the other, crawled towards where I’d dropped her sword. A whimper, every so slight, escaped me as my hand wrapped around the handle.
The flames went out.
A hush settled over the night and I blinked wildly in tandem with my heart, struggling to adjust to the darkness. Cool air filled the fire’s place, wrapping around me with gusto.
Unable to get up, I lifted the sword in front of me, preparing for the worst. I waited.
With each ragged breath I took, the moonlight began to give shape to Sere’s features. She stood several paces away— immobile, staring down at her palms. Our breathing echoed in the night. There was only the rapid rise and fall of her shoulders. There was only the shaking of my hands.
Slowly, she looked up. Her eyes were normal once more, but dark droplets spilled past her tear ducts and down her cheeks. It dripped from her nostrils and over her lips.
I could see the moment when she saw me. Saw me, saw me. And I felt it. With every fiber of who I was I felt it: she returned, resettled, reclaimed.
She rejected Matteus Fray.
She took herself back.
A violent shiver wracked through me. The sword slipped through my fingers and clattered to the ground.
Standing there, covered in my blood, Seraphine Terrahaven met my gaze. There was no joy in her honey eyes, no relief.
I’d spent months trying to figure out how to undo a bargain. How to break the compulsion of that sort of bond. I’d found nothing.
Yet, she stood before me– all herself, body and soul. She towered, entirely ethereal in the moonlight. A goddess unshackled.  
With black tears streaming down her face, she stepped forward.
And she knelt.
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It was the sound of my teeth chattering that snapped her out of it..
I wasn’t entirely sure when I’d become so cold. But Gods, I was freezing, hunched over and trembling. At the sound Sere startled, then hurried to me on her knees. She pulled at my hands, tugging them away from my middle.
Oh. Vaguely, I recalled I’d been stabbed.
“Gods, Theia, you’re white as a ghost,” she whispered as she urged me to the ground, then pressed down on my center.
I flinched automatically. But, oddly, her touch didn’t hurt as much as I’d expected. Which was probably a bad sign, but I found I cared only about the hoarseness of her voice. Of the way it twisted around me, caressing my skin and lulling me into a place warm and safe.
Had she always called to me like this? If I was a siren, then she was an enchantress.
“You broke your bargain,” I managed weakly, daring to put the words out into the air. “How?”
Her eyes met mine, and there was so much power, so much Sere in them that I nearly forgot to breathe. This was the Sere I remembered seeing in Arderiah when I was younger— powerful. Free.
“I don’t know,” she murmured. With nimble fingers she tugged my shirt up, inspecting the wound in my middle. “You’re already healing.”
“What?”
A sword through the gut was no small feat– even for a salvyre. My hands fluttered to my abdomen, freezing over the jagged line that had already roughly scabbed over. It wasn’t possible.
But there was a weird knowing trickling around the edges of my consciousness. Like when Sere visited me in my dreams, before I knew who she was to me.
“I think it’s because of the bond,” I realized. And as soon as I said it, I knew it to be true. Warmth was spreading out from where her fingers touched me. That icy hand was pulling out of my chest, out of my limbs. It was as if my body recognized my mate nearby, and already, I was growing stronger. It felt good. “I’ll be fine,” I told her, shaking my head. “Please– can you check on Clea?”
“You’re hurt—"
“Please.”
She scanned my face, then nodded. “Keep pressure here, okay? And don’t move.”
I sat up and took over, though I wasn’t bleeding anymore. Still— the movement hurt.
Sere squatted over Clea. She pressed her fingers firmly against the woman’s throat, and with the other, inspected the wound that dragged down across her body.
“She’s alive, but it’s not good,” Sere said. “We need to take her to Arderiah. The healers there are her best bet.”
“My salvyre,” I grunted, trying to push to my feet. My legs were unsteady, but I managed to kneel. “I need to find them.”
“You really think that’s a good idea right now? In the condition you’re in?” There was a tearing sound and Clea’s sweater fell away, leaving her in a small sleeveless shirt. Sere made work of the scraps, fastening a makeshift bandage around her middle.
I tried again to get to my feet. 
“I said to stay still. You’re next,” Sere growled.
My brows furrowed. I couldn’t return to Arderiah without my salvyre. It wasn’t an option.
“Fray has them.” Dread was pooling in my gut. “They’re getting away. I can’t let Kian get near them. If he lays a hand on any of them—”
“You’ll what?” Sere interjected. Her fingers pulled a final knot in Clea’s bandage, and her eyes rose to meet mine. “He has them, and he’s gone. There’s nothing you can do right now.”
No no no.
“I can follow him.”
Her expression darkened. “And leave the civilian here to die?”
My breaths were coming faster. “I can’t let Kian near them. Please. You don’t know what he’s capable of.”
“I know exactly what he’s capable of.” Her face— which has gone hard— softened ever so slightly.  “Look— I need you to listen to me. He’s not going to hurt them. He has them in a bargain– right where he wants them. Your salvyre are powerful. Valuable. So for now, they’re safe. We need to get to Arderiah and regroup.”
There was a hollowness creeping inside my chest, as if Matteus Fray had carved out my innards and taken them. The gaping hole throbbed as shock and despair churned inside it, thorny and unforgiving.
My salvyre were gone.
    A cold breeze whipped through the street, acrid with smoke and decay. Sere rose back to her full height, holding out a strip of cloth like an offering. There was only sincerity in the set of her brows.
    “I don’t know what to do,” I confessed as she grew near. I’d barely gotten out of that camp. Barely survived it. And now he had my family– had everyone I’d fought for. Everyone I’d survived for. “I can’t do this without them.”
    Sere’s fingers brushed mine as she coiled the fabric taut around my middle. It pressed down tightly on my stomach, but I welcomed the ache.
    “You can,” she told me. “I know you can. But right now, tonight, there’s nothing we can do to save them. We need to go. You need a healer. Your friend needs a healer. That’s the plan.” She paused, knotting the material tightly. “Tomorrow is a new day. We’ll make a new plan. And another, another. As long as it takes.”
To get my family back. To kill the Frays. To take down Ashridge.
“We get the fuck up and fight,” I whispered.
 
By the time we approached the arching gates of Arderiah, I was sticky from all the sweat and blood.
The streets were quiet. Eerily so. Windows were shuttered, and even the lamps seemed to burn in solemn deference. Neither of us spoke. 
Sere carried Clea. The woman I’d slept with carried by my mate. Two beautiful, muscular women. Atlas would’ve sat back and enjoyed the show.
Atlas. My breath caught on the gaping wound inside my chest.
The North Gate was open. As we grew nearer, I recognized the guards on patrol and sighed in relief. “Graham!” I called.
Graham was the lieutenant who oversaw Arderiah’s guard. He’d been around as long as I could remember. Possibly as long as Elys.
“Graham,” Sere echoed quietly. She spoke so softly, so wistfully, that I almost didn’t hear her.
The lieutenant leaned forward and squinted into the dark. “Theia? Who’s that with you?”
“We need Elys and a medic,” I rushed. “You have to close the gates.”
Graham stilled. He was far enough away that I couldn’t quite make out his eyes, but I saw as he registered the severity of my words. His bear-like body stiffened and his head pivoted sharply, scanning the land beyond us.
“Graham, do it now!”
Gods bless him, he sprang into action without question. He barked orders to his salvyre, and suddenly, as we passed through the wall, everyone was in motion. I barely recognized Mako in all the movement, but then Clea was gone from Sere’s arms and we were being shuffled into Elys’ office.
Elys came in only moments later, adjusting her leathers as she did. Her eyes were wild and glazed with sleep, though clarity was quickly creeping in. It had to be well past midnight, and seeing her so disheveled was unnerving. I’d never seen her look anything but perfectly put together.
“What’s going on, Theia?” Elys demanded. Her attention drifted from me to Sere, and she did a double take. “Seraphine?”
Right. That. Elys didn’t even know Sere was alive. The fire mage protege.
My lips parted, but no words came. Where would I even begin?
“Yes.” Sere bowed her head. “Commander.”
Elys groaned, slumping into the chair behind her desk. She rubbed her temples roughly, as if the action would bring sense to her. “I suppose if anyone was going to show up on my steps with a dead woman, it would be you, Theia Stormfury. Gods.”
“Elys…”
The commander took a deep breath and sat up. Her eyes met mine soberly. “Alright. Tell me. What’s going on? Why are we closing the gates?”
I suddenly felt like a child again. Like a kid who’d messed up big time, and was in way, way over their head.
“It’s Selene… she…” A lump formed in my throat.
The commander’s brows tugged together. “Where are your salvyre, Theia?”
And it was that simple, wasn’t it?
The rebels had done it. Despite every minute I’d spent in that basement, every second I’d breathed in the same wet, copper air as Matteus Fray’s enforcer— they’d gotten Selene anyway. They’d gotten all of them.
“There’s been a rebel attack at Oren's Tavern. The building is gone– totally burned down. Survivors were all taken,” Sere cut in. Her voice was shockingly steady. “Their leader, Matteus Fray… his gifts are…” She paused to clear her throat. “He’s a bargainer, and he has a gilded tongue. Possibly more powerful than Cesaria herself.”
Elys’ face turned to stone. “You’re serious?”
“He said he wanted Selene,” I whispered. “He took them. All of them.”
The commander’s sharp eyes locked onto mine. For a long moment, she was silent. I could see the wheels turning in her head. Could see her putting the pieces together.
“It was the rebels who took you. To get to Selene,” she said finally. I stiffened, and she turned glare at the woman beside me. “How did they know about her?”
To her credit, Sere didn’t so much as flinch under Elys’ scrutiny. She let the commander look her fill, let her take in the rebel blacks and scarred skin. Even with her hood down and the red kerchief gone, Sere looked like a traitor.
“Two years ago my salvyre and I were camped out near the Desertlands. We were looking into a girl’s disappearance from a border town,” Sere began. “I woke up in the middle of the night— Ariadne and Jasper had taken first watch, but they’d fallen asleep. Or rather, it was like they were in a trance. I think Fray must’ve messed with them somehow.” She paused, and when she spoke again, her words were heavy with grief. “He told me he’d leave my salvyre alive if I promised to do what he said. I– I didn’t know. I had no idea how binding my words would be. He must’ve known what I could do and wanted me. That’s what he does. He collects people he wants.”
Promise me. Sere’s words from so long ago echoed in my head.
“I was never dead,” Sere continued, suddenly fierce. “The girl in the desert— the charred up body they found— it wasn’t me. How could it have been? I can’t burn.” There was a layer of accusation underneath her words. Not directed at me or Elys, per se, but at the situation.
An egregious oversight. Too egregious. The only people who had the power to keep her disappearance quiet about it were the same people who’d given me my bandit cover story.
High Command.
Lord Ashridge.
An uneasy trickle went down my spine. I thought of Gia and Killian, who had come to collect me from Fort Ember. How calm they had been. As if my abduction was nothing more than a common occurrence. Had they been in on it too?
“Matteus Fray knew there was an oracle in Arderiah. He used me for intel. And then he took Theia for leverage.”
Elys inhaled sharply and looked at me. Her eyes were weighted with a level of knowing I didn’t like. Her scrutiny stripped me bare.
“You resisted his compulsion. You refused his bargain,” the commander prompted.
I licked my dry lips. “Yes.”
“And you escaped.”
“Selene struck a bargain with Matteus Fray months ago in exchange for Theia’s freedom,” Sere said softly. She looked at me. “He ordered me to help you escape so you wouldn’t suspect anything. He made her keep it a secret.”
My stomach rolled.
“How are you free then?” Elys demanded. “Your bargain was just what— you’d do as he said? No time frame, nothing? How are you free if he locked you into a bargain that’s impossible for you to fulfill?”
I opened my mouth to defend her, but I realized I didn’t have an answer. What could I say? Hey, Sere is my mate and I can sense on a spiritual level that she’s free? Elys would send me straight to the healers to have my head checked.
“I don’t know,” the former rebel admitted. “Theia was dying and something in me just snapped. I can’t explain it.”
“Well that’s helpful.” Elys drummed her fingers on the desk, glancing between us. “What else? Tell me.”
Sere leaned forward in her seat. “He’s planning something big. Fray kept a lot of us in the dark. Told us only bits of his plans– just what we needed to know. But I do know some things. Have you checked your armory lately?”
Elys stiffened. “We check it every day.”
Sere’s lips curled up in a wry smile. “Not that armory, commander.”
The sudden silence in the room was suffocating. It was like someone had sucked the breath from our lungs and replaced it with stale air.
There was only one other armory she could be talking about– the one under the instructor’s apartments. The one we kept for emergencies— the huge bunker stocked to the brim with all the weapons and supplies we could ever need.
My mouth parted in horror.
“He managed to get his hands on some salvyre leathers. His men posed as guards and snuck in.”
The commander was frighteningly still. “And my soldiers?” She prompted. “Is anyone here working for him?”
Sere’s brows tugged together. “Not that I know of. But he’s secretive. Sneaky. He seemed to have people in his pocket everywhere.”
“Lord Ashridge was there,” I whispered. “He was part of the attack tonight.”
Elys stood up so sharply that I flinched. The wound at my middle pulled at the movement, reopening and causing blood to pool into the bandage.
My expression caught Sere’s attention. She frowned. “She needs a healer.”
“You both do,” Elys said evenly. Then she called out into the hallway, “I need you to arrange an emergency council meeting. Drag everyone from their beds if you have to. And get me Mako, now.”
The young guard at the door looked scared. “He’s with the civilian–”
“I don’t care. Have a different healer work on her. I need Mako.”
“Yes ma’am.”
“I need you to do one more thing. Have Graham report to the armory under the instructor’s apartments and take inventory. Tell him to report directly to me and only me once he’s done.”
The guard blanched.
“Be discreet,” she ordered. “Not a word to anyone.”
“Yes ma’am,” he stuttered, before scampering off.
A weighted pause followed. It was then that the events of the night started to catch up with me. My body ached, inside and out. I thought of the tavern burning around me, the smell of bodies burning with them. Of Sere lunging towards me, her sword piercing me through.
The walls around us felt suddenly small. My heart was racing, my breath coming quicker and quicker.
What had my last words to Atlas been? Clea had approached, and I’d become distracted. Where had they gone? When? I exhaled shakily.
All because Selene had promised to do Fray’s bidding. In exchange for my freedom. Me. Did she know all this would happen? At the very least she had to know I could never want this. Never would want my life traded for hers.
A hand rested on my arm and squeezed gently. I sucked in a sharp breath and allowed it to ground me, to bring me back to the moment. Sere’s honey eyes met mine.
Elys swore and returned to her desk, her expression harder than I had ever seen it before. “Okay,” she said as she sat. “Tell me everything.”
    So we did. I told her about the night I was taken. What Matteus Fray had seemed to want from me. About my escape, and everything I’d told High Command and Sere’s salvyre. Sere spoke about the work she’d done for Fray– helping him “recruit” people from the towns just outside the Desertlands. The raids. The first time she saw him meet with Selene in the village near Oren's Tavern after I’d been taken. The second. She gave Elys a list of names of the people she’d met. Those she knew who worked for Fray willingly. Those who didn’t.
Elys interrupted only to ask questions. What did he want?
The better question was— what didn’t he?
Would they attack Arderiah next?
Probably, Sere had said. He’d regroup first, but there was no way he would pass up the opportunity to acquire so many soldiers. And with Ashridge on his side? With my salvyre?
    There was a knock at a door, and the room went quiet again. Mako appeared in the entryway, his tired eyes widening in surprise. “Seraphine,” he breathed. He glanced my way, then back at her. “Sere.”
    “Back from the dead, yes,” Elys snapped sarcastically. “Come. Shut the door behind you.”
    “Sorry I took so long. The civilian was in bad shape. Couldn’t leave until we got her stabilized.”
    A sigh of relief escaped me. “Clea’s okay?”
    Mako frowned. “She’s going to be in a lot of pain tomorrow. Tell her to keep her guts inside her body in the future, yeah?”
    The relief was so potent that I slumped in my seat. Clea was okay. “Thanks, Mako.”
    He nodded, more somber than I’d ever seen him. “What do you need?” He asked Elys.
    Sere pulled her hand away and cleared her throat. “Check her. She’s… she’s been stabbed.”
    “Wait,” Elys said firmly, before I could insist I was fine. “Mako, I need you to check Seraphine. Make sure she’s not under the effects of compulsion or tied to any bargains.”
    I blinked in surprise, but Sere looked as if she had expected as much. She straightened and held out her hands to him. “Do what you need to do. Then help her.”
    If Mako had questions, he didn’t ask. He took Sere’s hands. His eyes went milky, and a silence stretched between us.
“No,” he said finally. “No effects of compulsion that I can detect. What’s going on?” His eyes flicked from Sere to me.
Elys just shook her head. “We need to wait for the council,” she said. Then she swore. “You should probably gather the Head Sages too.”
    “Now?”
    “Yes.”
    “Let me take a look at Theia and I’ll go right over.” Mako kneeled in front of me and carefully peeled back the makeshift bandage around my middle. I hissed as the fabric tugged at my skin. Mako was quiet as he examined the wound, its edges puffy and red. When he touched the flesh I tensed at the bite of pain, my muscles going tight.
“Just a sec, Theia.” Mako murmured as his fingers glossed over a particularly tender part. He sighed, and then I felt it— a burning so severe it was as if he had inserted hot metal under my skin and was prodding, pulling at my flesh. Tugging me back together.
“Fuck,” I swore.
Over Mako’s shoulder I could see Sere’s face, which had tightened into a frown as she watched him work.
“She’s clear too,” I heard Mako say distantly.
Just as the burning began to ebb and Mako’s eyes returned to their normal color, there was a knock on the door. It was Graham, face pale and expression aghast.
Elys rose from her seat. “Lieutenant?”
But Graham’s face said everything we needed to know. He shook his head.
“Commander, there’s nothing left.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-One
 
After a second round of questions– far more specific and largely directed at Sere, Elys instructed me to take Sere back to the apartments with a stiff, “get some rest. We’ll send for you if we need you.”
I tried to protest, tried to tell her I wanted to stay and help in any way I could. That I wanted to fight. The thought of going back to my apartment? Laughable. It’s not like I would get any sleep. Surely she knew that.
But Commander Vanora Elys was not a woman to be swayed or disobeyed.
Sere and I were quiet as we walked. My head buzzed as I thought through all the words I’d exchanged with the rebels. I wanted to remember everything. What I’d heard, smelled, seen. Anything that could be useful. I knew the answer had to be hidden in the details, waiting to be worked out. Matteus Fray was not infallible. If Sere had broken free of him, so could my salvyre.
I'd have to hit the books again. I must’ve missed something in the library. Perhaps now that everything was out in the open, I could talk to Dyleth. Maybe she’d have answers.
“They redid the cobblestone,” Sere murmured finally, her voice husky as it cut through the night.
I glanced down at the ground on instinct.
“Oh. A couple years ago, yeah.” Vas had helped. He’d broken a few bricks, but his mentor had vouched that it was a good learning experience. An exercise in restraint.
“I see.”
Somehow, despite having laid everything bare for Elys, there still seemed to be miles of unspoken words between Sere and I. The woman beside me — my mate— was still very much a stranger.
Knowing the right thing to say never was my strength. Tonight was no different.
“So. How did Kian fare when I left? I imagine he’s barely surviving without me to torture.”
A surprised laugh— flat and breathless, escaped the woman next to me. She ran a hand over her hair, then shook her head.
“Unfortunately, nothing seems to get rid of that cockroach.” She shook her head again. “I want to kill him. Burn him and Fray to ash.”
Violence crept through my veins, a thick, boiling sludge. I was surprised by the weight of it. Yes, I realized. I’d take great pleasure in sinking my blade into the enforcer’s chest. Over and over, until there was nothing left.
If he so much as looked at my siblings wrong…
“I want them to suffer.”
“Siren, if you knew how much that appealed to me…”
In my peripherals, I could see the slight tugging of her lips into the barest hint of a smile.
“Cockroach. I like that,” I said. “Suits him.”
As we drew closer to the senior apartments, it occurred to me— Selene would’ve known– for days, at least– that the attack was going down. She would’ve known she wasn’t returning to Arderiah. Had she packed anything? Had she worn the thick socks that kept her toes, always cold, warm?              
My stomach lurched. No. I hadn’t seen her bring anything. Perhaps that was a good thing. Perhaps she had a plan to escape.
I fought to focus on something else. Anything else. I glanced at the woman beside me, her shoulders somehow still strong, unwavering. She was a force.
“What happened when you did something he told you not to?”
Sere stopped short, just as we reached the entranceway of the apartments. Her scar glinted as she drew her brows together, casting shadows over her molton honey eyes.
“It didn’t work like that.”
I stopped beside her. “What do you mean?”
She was already shaking her head. “There’s no resisting. If he said to do something, I did it. Simple as that.” Her voice was even, but a darkness tinged around the edges.
I swallowed. One of the journals in the sage’s hall had said something similar, but I’d wondered. Sere was strong. Hard. If anyone could resist, it was her.
And if she couldn’t? If it had taken her two years to break free?
All I could see was my sister’s face in my mind. Soft, sweet, gentle Selene.
“Did Selene…” My mouth went dry. “Did he use compulsion on her to force her into the bargain?”
Sere searched my face for a moment, before she shook her head. “I don’t know. But with her gifts… I mean, don’t you think she would have seen that sort of thing coming? Been able to avoid it?”
No. Except, maybe? The Selene I thought I knew would’ve never sought out the rebels. Never put her life –and ultimately all of our lives– in the hands of Matteus Fray. That wasn’t who she was.
Perhaps she didn’t realize what he’d ask of her, I thought to myself. Perhaps she merely thought she was trading her life for mine.
But did her intentions matter? In the end, she’d traded four lives for one. Four lives who would have to do whatever Matteus Fray said, no matter how much it ate them up inside. He could ask them to slaughter each other, and they’d have to do it. Because she’d agreed to his bargain. So no, her intentions didn’t matter.
Except, maybe they did. To a tiny part of me that was still raw and wounded. She had done this for me. Because she loved me. And maybe if I’d been in her situation, if I knew she was being hurt and I could stop it– maybe I’d have taken Fray’s bargain too.
“Selene wouldn’t have done it if she knew they’d also take Atlas and the others,” I decided finally. “She might’ve known about his magic. Maybe even known what he might ask her to do. But the others… no. There’s no way. She couldn’t. Either she agreed without realizing, or he forced her.”
“She underestimated him.” There was no malice in Sere’s expression, only sadness. Empathy. “I made the same mistake. I wasn’t there when they attacked Fort Ember. I don’t know what happened to my salvyre– only that they took the fort. My salvyre… they could be dead now. Could have even taken bargains. His only promise to me was he’d leave them alive. And he did. For the night. But past then? All was fair. And I had to serve him for as long as he wished.”
My stomach rolled as I imagined it. Selene in the alley, imploring our salvyre to take Matteus Fray’s bargain. Arguing it was for my safety or hers, or maybe even the Red Court’s. Perhaps she told them she’d had a vision, and the bargain was the only option they had. They would’ve believed her. Why wouldn’t they?
“Surely there are loopholes, right? Surely you tried to fight his orders. I mean, you broke free of him–”
Her scoff cut me off. “Loopholes,” she hissed, stepping in front of me. “Come on now, siren. Use your imagination. What do you think Matteus Fray does to those who try to defy him?”
I remembered being strapped to that pillar— how Sierra had stood across from me, bow in hand. Night after night in the musty cell, Kian standing over me, grinning widely— a whip in hand, a blade.
Then there was the memory Sere had shown me all those months ago. Of Matteus Fray pressed up against her as he slid his knife across her face. His pleasure at her pain.
She watched unflinchingly as the emotions shuddered through me.
“You broke free of him,” I repeated. It was a plea. A prayer.
She smiled mirthlessly. “And it took me two years and a dying mate to do it.”
I’d been with the rebels for less than a month and it had all but killed me. Two years… how much had she endured at his hand? I might never know.
“I’m sorry for what he did to you,” I whispered. 
I was sorry. But I was also angry, furious at the world for letting this happen– to her, to me. To my salvyre. I knew that if she could, Sere would’ve thrown Matteus Fray across the room when he touched her. She was strong. Perhaps the strongest person I knew. And that terrified me.
He’d done those things to her with ease. And now he had my family.
There was no mercy in the set of Sere’s features as she held the door open and gestured for me to lead. I stepped through the entryway, and her eyes followed my movement like a desert snake watching a mouse.
“Kian is yours,” she murmured. “But when the time comes, Matteus Fray is mine.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-Two
 
It was late, and our steps broke the silence of the hall. We passed door after door, the salvyre inside the apartments sleeping as deeply as the stone beneath our feet.
When we reached my apartment, Sere straightened.
“What?”
“I used to live here,” she mused, gesturing as I unlocked the door. Her head cocked slightly to one side. “When we graduated they must have cycled you in.”
“Oh.” Being here would be weird for her too. It wasn’t just my salvyre missing from a space that had once been so familiar. My hand froze on the knob. What had happened with Fort Ember? It was on the tip of my tongue to ask, but I refrained.
The air in the common area was stuffy as we entered. Dimitri had probably closed the windows. But everything was how my salvyre had left it. Vas’ boots, dusty and worn, lay unkempt in the corner near the door. Atlas’ sword was sheathed and resting against the coat rack, along with Selene’s wool jacket.
Sere peered around, her face a mask, as I moved to light one of the lanterns on the wall.
“You can take Atlas’ room.”  I gestured to the door to her side.
The light hit her through the window, causing her shadow to stretch across the floor. “Jasper’s,” she noted absently. “Which is yours?”
“There.” I gestured.
“Ah,” she murmured. “Ariadne’s.”
I tried to imagine it. What Sere would’ve been like in her Arderiah days. The dynamic between her and her salvyre. I hadn’t seen her much back then. How had she spent her free time? What was her favorite class? Her favorite weapon?
I was willing to bet she was a longsword kind of woman.
“What about you? Where did you stay?”
She touched the door as she passed it, her face pensive. “In here.”
“Vas. That’s his room.”
“He’s the healer?” She stopped, her eyes still scanning the space, taking in every detail.
I shook my head. “No. You’re thinking of Atlas. They’re not exactly a healer though. Vas is the big one– he has an affinity for earth.”
A silence stretched between us.  “I’ll uh, I’ll get you something to wear,” I told her, gesturing to Vas’ room. His clothes would probably be too big, but I was certain the rest of us were too small.
“Thank you. You can leave them on the bed. I want to wash up.”
“The baths–”
“I remember.”
She slipped from the room and suddenly alone, I nearly gave in to my exhaustion. The energy that had carried me was gone, replaced by a gaping emptiness that threatened to swallow me whole. I shoved it down— pushed it away with everything I could. Gritting my teeth, I stepped into my brother’s room.
I didn’t glance at his unmade bed or towards the weapons stacked in the corner. I didn’t look at the books on his shelf or at the collection of oils by his closet. I didn’t even breathe as I made my way to his dresser. The familiar scent of vanilla and spice would be too much to handle.
Fortunately, my brother had just done laundry. I grabbed a plain cotton tunic and slacks, along with a set of salvyre leathers. I brought them to Atlas’ room and tossed them on the bed.
Despite my efforts, my brain froze as I turned for the door. The familiarity of Atlas’ space enveloped me without mercy. Their desk was covered in neatly stacked journals and paper. Their inks and paints were lined up carefully on a wooden tray above their dresser, along with the leather-bound sketchbook I’d gifted them a few years back. I knew if I opened it I’d see renderings of Selene, Vas, and Dimitri. Of myself and Arderiah. The waters of the Lost Lake and Lake Sunshine; the shrubbery and flowers that grew in the courtyard— the cliffs past the bend of our beaches.
My eyes slid shut as I breathed in their warmth, sinking gracelessly against the door. Across from me hung a portrait they’d done of a woman at the Lost Lake. I stared at it, numb.
Atlas had always been fascinated with the human form. Always had a love for all body types and shapes. I’d always assumed it had to do with their gifts. Their ability to wield warmth and light. But truthfully— it was probably just something far simpler.
Atlas loved people. Loved love.
Atlas. Vas. Dimitri.
They weren’t coming home. The acknowledgement was enough to cause my knees to buckle. I crumpled to the floor, sucking in sharp, shallow breaths.
No. No.
My heart beat like the wings of a bird, rapid and desperate. They were gone, and it was my fault. My fault. I let this happen. Selene had done this for me.
I had to get them back. I had to. My mind raced through the possibilities.
No.
I would get them back. I would. I held onto that truth. I would get them back. I repeated it over and over in my head like a mantra. Eventually, my breathing came easier and I staggered to my feet. In a hurry to get out of Atlas’ space I rushed back into the common area, narrowly avoiding a collision with Sere.
“Sorry,” I muttered, tripping over my feet in an attempt to give her space. She blinked in surprise.
There was only a towel covering her. It wrapped around her chest and stopped halfway down her thighs. As I watched, a bead of water trailed down the side of her neck, disappearing down the swell of her breast.
“There’s clothes for you in there,” I stammered. “They might be a little big but…” I trailed off. The air felt suddenly warmer. Hotter. I sucked in a sharp breath and was taken by the smell of clean skin and sandalwood, a scent so uniquely Sere that I felt my stomach tighten.
Had she gone through the soaps in the bathhouse, sniffing each one until she found the one she liked? The thought of her nude, doing that very thing, flashed through my mind before I could stop it, causing my face to flush.
Sere’s lips twisted wryly in amusement, and I knew she could tell where my thoughts had gone. And though it didn’t quite reach her eyes, the sight of her smile was so beautiful, so captivating, that my entire sense of self was knocked off-kilter.
The wanton side of me considered exploring this bond we shared. Considered seizing it and letting it fill the emptiness inside me. Her presence was so potent, so consuming, that it might actually work.
As if she read my mind, she took a small step forward, then leaned in. With her so close, her face hovering inches from mine, the smell of her was intoxicating— clouding my mind in a haze of heat and need. I leaned away in a last-ditch effort for sanity, but my back pressed into the doorframe.
Her eyes raked down my form, slowly, so slowly, before they made their way back up to my face. Every inch of skin that her gaze touched seemed to prickle. Seemed to burn. Her pupils were dilated so wholly that the gold was just a thin band around the black.
“This outfit looks good on you,” she murmured. A warm hand reached out and touched a tear in my shirt. “A shame I didn’t get to see it sooner.”
I knew I was still covered in blood and sweat. I’d wiped off my face, but it still was dried in patches on my arms and neck. In my hair and clothes. Sere didn’t even seem to notice. Or care.
“You saw me across the bar,” I exhaled, and the sound was shaky. The mental image of her, standing across the bar with arms aflame, watching me watch her— it would stay with me forever.
“I wasn’t looking at your clothes.”
I swallowed. What were you looking at? What had you been thinking? The questions burned on my tongue. I nearly asked.
“Thanks for helping me bring my friend back,” I said instead.
Her fingers continued tracing the fabric of my torn shirt. Ever so gently, she brushed past a particularly sensitive spot on my ribs. “Your friend,” she repeated.
“Mmm.” My grip tightened on the doorframe. All it would take was one tug and that towel would come tumbling down. All that hard, tattooed skin would be bare.
She slid her free hand up and let it rest behind my hip. “Your friend looks a lot like the one from the first night we met, siren. You two were looking pretty cozy then.”
I sucked in a sharp breath. That night. “Sere-”
“Theia?”
“I uh–” But words failed me.
Her gaze, which had drifted down to my lips, returned to meet mine. There was so much heat there, so much need, that my breathing hitched. The urge to yank her against me until we were one was all consuming. I wanted to feel her skin against mine. Wanted to feel her move against me until everything else faded away. My body was purring for it.
“I… I should wash up,” I managed.
Sere pulled away, her expression hardening. “Yeah.” She looked like she wanted to say something more, but stopped herself.
Without thinking I reached out and took her hand. To reassure her? To reassure myself? I wasn’t really sure. All I knew was that this bond between us didn’t care that the world was imploding. It was powerful and potent. It pulled at something deep inside me, demanded I get closer. I needed to touch her.
“I— not now. I can’t–” My words were jumbled and messy. I shut my mouth and tried again. “Listen–”
But she pulled her hand free and nodded, stepping back to put space between us. “It’s okay. I understand.”
Did she? For some reason, at that moment, it felt important to keep her close. I moved, grasping her hard bicep and pulling her against me. The touch in and of itself set me aflame.
The towel, to its credit, stayed in place.
“Wait.”
I opened my mouth then closed it again, still unable to find the right words.
Her muscles tensed. “Look at me,” she said in that heated, smoky voice of hers. She tucked a finger under my chin and I stared up at her, feeling all too vulnerable.
“I don’t expect anything. Not like that,” she said gruffly. “But shit, I do need someone I know is on my side. After the last two years…” She trailed off, then shook her head. “You’re my mate. Even if we never get to that point, you and I are connected. And we want the same thing. To get our salvyre back. To take down the people that hurt us. I just want to know I can trust you.”
Something inside me cracked. Perhaps it was just my own emptiness– or perhaps it was the echo of it that I felt in her. But suddenly, all I knew was that my salvyre were gone. Matteus Fray had taken them from me. And he used Selene to do it. She’d been by me for months— under his control. And I’d never known.
Like a dam bursting, the emotions finally coursed through me. There was no burying them away any longer. No putting up mental walls. Anger and despair held me so firmly that I wasn’t sure I could actually breathe.
Sere’s arm flexed and I realized I had it grasped in a death grip. I tried to relax my fingers, tried to clear my head. But all I could feel was the emptiness. “They’re gone,” I whispered past the lump in my throat.
She blinked, and the empathy in her eyes wrecked me. The understanding. And then she was reaching for me, curling her arms around my middle and pulling me tight to her. The hug was so unexpected– so enveloping, that I stiffened. But then I softened. I wrapped my arms around her neck and hugged her back. Her body was warm and firm against mine— solid and unyielding. She had survived Matteus Fray. I had survived Matteus Fray.
Our salvyre would survive him too. We would bring them back, and make it right.
The certainty kept me afloat. 
“We’re going to get them,” I managed. “We’re going to get through this, and we’re going to find them.”
“Promise me,” she whispered in my ear.
One of us was trembling. Maybe both. And as I promised, it was enough of a truce that for a moment, I relaxed into her embrace. I let her comfort me, let myself believe I deserved it.
At some point she pulled away, that damn towel still in place, and guided me from the room to the baths. She turned away as I undressed, crouching to dip her hand into the water. The fluttering of fabric was the only sound as my clothes dropped to the floor, followed by my steps as I padded to the pool’s edge.
The baths were surprisingly warm as I waded through the shallow end. I ducked beneath the surface, savoring the feeling against my skin. I stayed under as long as I could. My body hummed in pleasure, energy coiling and vibrating as the water held me.
Water had always been healing. Somehow, Sere seemed to know that.
She stood above the pool as I rinsed, face hidden by shadows. From down in the water, she towered over me. All warrior, all strength. Her hands went to the top of her towel and I looked away, a flush coloring my cheeks. Then there was the sound of her bare feet padding across the tile, and the water rippled gently around me. A heavy minute passed before I finally turned to face her again.
Sere was submerged to nearly her collarbone, her back resting against the edge of the pool. It was dark in the bathhouse, the single lantern casting only enough light to illuminate the barest features of her neck and face. Still though, I watched her– the way her cheekbones cut sharply down to the soft curves of her lips, the way the shadows kissed the lines of her jaw and the planes of her neck. Her gold eyes were vibrant, even in the darkness of night.
She turned around and reached for one of the soaps that rested on a ledge beside the water. The muscles of her back stretched with the movement, and at first, I just took her in. The tattoos that marked her as salvyre. As a soldier of the Red Court.
But then the light glinted across a raised line of darkened skin. Then another. And another. They crossed her back, dipping down past the water.
Scars.
We match, I thought.
When she turned back holding the soap, she didn’t comment on the way I stared. She gestured with a slender hand for me to spin around. And perhaps it was the bond between us, that tugging force that told me she was safe, she was mine, but I simply obeyed.
The window above me portrayed a mural of stained glass. Cesaria’s slender form, red hair blazing, stood with her arms outstretched. Behind her were long wisps of vines, adjourned with thorns and slender pointed leaves. Curling through were large white roses– long ago claimed by sages as the symbol of wisdom. The sun emblem stretched atop, casting streaks of light through the greenery.
The feeling of Sere’s long fingers threading into my hair startled me from my reverie. The smell of sandalwood filled my nose as she began to massage the soap into my scalp, washing away the blood and filth. There was a soft tug as she worked through the tangles, undoing my braid and the knots that had formed throughout the night.
I opened my mouth to tell her she didn’t need to do that— that I could wash my own hair. But then she rubbed an especially sensitive spot where my head met my neck, and I relaxed into her with a soft moan.
Her fingers stilled. Awareness settled like a douse of cool water. We were both here, naked in the bath house. No one was around. Only the pale moonlight kept us company, and the energy tingling in the water and through our skin. I knew she felt it too.
“You can rinse,” she said then, her husky voice caressing me like a lover’s touch.
I swallowed, and ducked my head under the water, combing my fingers through my hair to shake out the suds. When I rose again and turned to face her, her expression was guarded.
“You didn’t have to do that,” I murmured, my voice barely sounding like my own. She was so near. It would be so easy to close the distance between us.
She held out the soap. “I know.”
I took it from her and our fingers brushed. Heat shot up my arm, and I was tempted to linger, to trace the inside of her wrist, see if it was as soft as it looked. But instead I worked the soap into a lather and began to wash the sticky residue of the night clean from my skin.
“I wasn’t there when they took Fort Ember,” she said finally, breaking the silence. “Fray kept me at the camp. To mess with my head.”
I looked up, startled, and my fingers stilled. “When?”
She shrugged. “A couple weeks after you got out, maybe?”
“They were planning to come to you,” I whispered. “Your salvyre– they wanted to find you. I told them…” I trailed off, afraid to say it aloud. But as she stared down at me, patient, waiting, I found my courage. “I told them you were with the rebels. It was before I knew. I’m sorry.”
“I’m sure they’ve figured out the truth by now.” She sighed and ran a hand down her face. “Fray told me there were no survivors, but I know him. He wouldn’t give up the opportunity to have more salvyre under his control.”
My chest tightened. “You think he’s keeping them somewhere?”
She lowered her hand back to the water and nodded. Her expression was heavy with something akin to regret. It was so potent that without thinking I reached forward and touched her shoulder. To offer her some sort of solace– to remind her I would fight by her side. She held my hand to her, leaning into the touch.
“We’re going to find them,” I reminded her. “Atlas and Ariadne. Vas and Jasper. All of them.”
She pulled my hand from her shoulder and brought it to her face, pressing her lips into my palm. Her eyes bore into mine, and for a moment we just stood there, the words unspoken not needing to be said aloud. It was just her, just me, and the warm water that lapped at our skin.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-Three
 
I woke to knocking at my door. Light was already streaming in through the window, which meant I'd slept in. Disoriented, I swung my legs over the side of my bed and got up. There were footsteps outside in the common room, followed by muffled voices.
For a moment, I stood still. When the memories of the night before began to settle in, began to tighten in my throat, I shook myself, quickly swapping out my pajamas for salvyre leathers.
I was fixing the straps on my sleeves when I emerged minutes later.
One of the instructors from my middle years, an older man named Vikrum, was there with Graham. Sere had ushered them into the common space, and was sitting among them at the table, coffee in hand. She looked exhausted.
I tried to keep my surprise masked as I fastened my hair into place with a hair tie. Sere met my gaze from across the room. Ever so subtly, she nodded. “Coffee’s on the stove,” she said, before turning back to our guests.
“I don’t think so,” Vikrum was saying.
Attention piqued, I poured myself a cup and took a seat beside Sere, trying to pick up the conversation without interrupting.
“There’s too much risk in the transport being intercepted,” Graham agreed. “The way they see it, the salvyre are weapons.”
Sere shook her head. “It’s not enough. Fray has no shortage of men following him.”
Vikrum huffed in frustration.
I glanced between them, sipping my coffee slowly. 
Graham turned to me. “How are you feeling?”
“Fine." I set my mug down. "How’s Clea?”
“Clea?”
“The civilian,” Sere interjected. Her tone was firm, as if daring them to question the importance of my question.
Graham leaned back in his seat and regarded me. “It was touch and go for a while. She’s out cold, but last I heard she was stable. Doing okay.”
My relief was tangible. I’d have to go see her later. At least she’d be far safer here than here than in the village.
Well, supposedly. Gods only knew what Arderiah secrets my salvyre could be feeding Fray.
It occurred to me that Elys would’ve informed the guards to sound the alarm bells if my salvyre were spotted approaching. To treat them like a threat.
I gripped the mug tighter. “What’s the plan?”
Graham and Vikrum exchanged a glance.
Sere cleared her throat. “It appears Elys doesn’t want to risk sending for reinforcements.”
Oh. That’s why it was so tense. I frowned. Even with the armory raided, we were just as powerful as any fortress. If it came down to it, there were plenty of salvyre and enlisters who could fight. And plenty of sages would help too, I was sure. The question was— “how many people does Matteus Fray have?”
Sere ran a hand through her hair. “He has a few hundred people in the group he’s traveling with. But that could be doubled by now. He recruits people from every town he raids. And I know he has people up north, too. If he calls them in— he could have an army at our doorstep.”
“Has Elys spoken with anyone from High Command?” What even was the protocol for a situation like this? Was High Command even trustworthy? Fray had Ashridge in his pocket. Who else did he have?
Graham pursed his lips. “She sent two messengers out this morning. One to the city, and one to High Command. The one to High Command she kept vague– we don’t really know who we can trust.”
“The city?”
“They need to know what’s going on. Fray is unpredictable, he could go for them next,” Sere explained. She sighed. “I met with Elys this morning, while you were sleeping. I helped her write the letters myself.”
“Do you really think Fray would attack the city? There’s millions of people.” My stomach twisted. Surely, he wouldn’t attempt that. It would be a suicide mission.
Honey eyes met mine. “I’ve learned the hard way to never underestimate Matteus Fray. He has many camps of soldiers. Even I haven’t seen them all. So does he have the numbers? I think so.” There was a chilling pause. Sere leaned forward on her forearms, Vas’ salvyre leathers –which fit her surprisingly well– flexing with the movement. “Make no mistake,” she continued. “He certainly has the motivation. There are powerful people in the city. He’ll want them.”
The class above us could face Fray next. They were stationed in the southern part of the city. It made sense for Fray to come in that way.
Graham swore. I took a sip from my mug, forcing myself to swallow. The coffee tasted like ash.
“How has this gone on so long?” Vikrum asked. “Surely Ashridge couldn’t have kept this so tightly under wraps. Someone in High Command would’ve sent word to the capital.”
Sere gave him a somber look. “The only way this has gone on so long is if he has some high up people in his pockets. I’d imagine Ashridge is only one of many.”
“So anyone could be working for him and we wouldn’t know,” I surmised. I got up and grabbed my boots, pausing to shoot Graham a look. “Did Elys send you for us?”
He nodded. “She wants you to report to her at noon.”
“Okay.” I had time. I chugged the rest of my coffee and grabbed a muffin that was on the table. Turning to Sere I added, “take whatever you need. I’ll be down by the beach.”
 
The salvyre the year below me were in the courtyard, and as I walked by they all turned and stared. I couldn't help but wonder: had they looked at my salvyre like this in the days following my abduction? 
Fortunately, no one was at the beach. I kicked off my shoes and socks, sighing as the salty breeze ruffled my hair. The air was heavier near the water, vibrating with energy against my skin.
Part of me wanted nothing more than to crumble into the sand. To see how many crashes of the waves it would take to dissolve me into the earth.
We get up. We get the fuck up.
I hated how loud Vas’ voice echoed in my ears. It would be easy to let the parts of me who were broken and afraid swallow the rest of me whole. The parts who wanted nothing more than for Mora to finally come and collect me.
But that would be the ultimate betrayal. How could I let the world swallow me whole? After how hard Vas fought for me? How hard they had all fought for me?
We get up.
We get the fuck up.
I had to. I owed it to them. I owed it to myself.
With that fueling me, I broke into a run. Fate was cruel, but time was just. My body moved with ease and strength. I set a hard pace for myself, craving the bite of the sand against my bare feet. Craving the fire in my lungs. And Gods, I loved it. The smell of salt and sea water as it broke across my face. The buzzing of my magic in my veins. I was powerful. I was capable. I was a fucking warrior.
I ran farther than I had in months. Since before Matteus Fray. I cleared well past the soft sandy beaches and into the harder ground, down the paths of sharp rock that led up to the high cliffs overlooking the bay. And when I turned back, it wasn’t because I couldn’t keep going. It was because I saw the sun rising higher into the sky and knew Elys would expect me soon.
When I made it back to where I’d left my shoes, I stood for a moment, basking in the feel of the cool air against my flushed skin.
“Fuck it,” I swore. Elys would have to wait. I grinned and kicked off my pants and shirt, barely noticing how my skin prickled in the breeze. A sigh of pleasure escaped me as I padded forward and the icy waters lapped against my feet. I kept walking until I passed the crest, until the water broke against my chest. The Lost Lake beat in tandem with me, the gentle ebb and flow like cool breath against my skin.
The horizon was pale and unremarkable in the distance. The sky was gray and cloudless, kissing the deep blue of the water in a neat, victimless line.
“Isn’t it a little cold for swimming?” A voice questioned from behind me. Husky. Familiar.
I didn’t turn around to look. Didn’t have to. “Is there a reason you followed me?” I countered simply, relaxing further into the water.
When I was met with silence, I glanced back. Sere was standing at the water's edge, shoes in hand, flinching as a wave washed over her toes. The sight was so contrary to what I’d seen of her so far– so contrary to the stiff, broody soldier, that I couldn’t help the ends of my lips from curving up. Amused honey eyes met mine.
“Definitely too cold,” she grumbled, stepping back. “What’s wrong with you?”
As if to prove a point, I sunk deeper into the water and sighed dramatically. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Yeah, no. Way too cold,” she declared, and took a final step back, the sword sheathed at her waist bobbing.
I allowed myself to admire her briefly. She looked damn good. Leather straps crossed up her forearms and shins in crisp salvyre fashion. She looked comfortable in the uniform— unphased. As if she could spring up at any moment, ready for whatever was coming her way.
Before me was the Sere that had been born for this life of fighting and training. The Sere who had grown up in Arderiah and knew its ins and outs as well as I did. The Sere who didn’t quite yet know pain.
I cocked my head speculatively and asked, “the bond, it gives us access to the other’s gifts?”
"Yeah.” A pause as she watched me. “Why?”
I smirked. “So then stop this.” Without any further warning I shoved a wave of water at her, grinning as she stumbled backwards to get out of its path. She attempted to block it with a slash of fire, but missed wildly.
“Hey!” She hissed as it splashed across her bare feet. “Gods, that’s so fucking cold.”
“Our little rebel, afraid of some water?” I teased. “I wanted to see if you’ve mastered it any better than I’ve mastered fire. I guess you haven’t.”
Her expression was torn somewhere between disbelief and amusement. I wondered if I’d gone too far. If she’d be angry at the rebel comment. But then she plopped down on the sand with a dramatic huff. “No,” she said gruffly. “And you know, if I were to test you this way some might consider it rude.”
“Well, fire is a bit more dangerous,” I pointed out.
“Not for us.”
“No,” I conceded. “Not for us.”
Sere watched warily as I waded closer, then stepped out of the water. I stopped just before where she was sitting, a few feet from my clothes. The undergarments I wore were sodden and clung to me like a second skin.
Her golden eyes darkened. She made no effort to hide her gaze as it raked up and down my figure.
I didn’t move to cover myself either.
“Enjoying yourself?”
“Simply admiring your tolerance for the cold.” She watched as I pulled the moisture away from my skin and hair, and her expression shifted to surprise. “How did you do that?”
“I hate the cold. I heat the water around me,” I explained as I shoved my dry legs into my pants. “And it’s a pretty easy trick. I can show you.”
“Yeah?” She licked her lips. “You show me that and I’ll show you something.”
I plopped down in the sand next to her and grabbed my shirt, pulling it over my head. “And what’s that?”
Sere’s face was unreadable as she watched me fasten the straps at my wrists. Then she leaned in and tugged at my sleeve, pulling it more firmly into place.
I stilled.
“Well, siren,” she murmured. “I was going to teach you how to conjure fire, but if you have something else in mind, I’m all ears.”
I flushed. “I’ve already conjured fire.”
“Oh really?” Her tone betrayed her surprise.
My face continued to heat. “I might’ve burned down the carriage High Command picked me up in. It was an accident. I was asleep.”
She blinked, then tilted her head back and laughed. A throaty and unbridled laugh. It was so full of mirth that I couldn’t help but smile back, and when her eyes met mine again, the honey in them was soft and buoyant. “Wow,” she said. “I would have paid good money to see that.”
Still grinning, I shook my head. “Keep it zipped, Seraphine. They think it was a rebel attack that caused it and I’d like to keep it that way.”
At that she laughed again. And Gods. Her smile was straight up disarming. I felt a sudden urge to lean forward– to see if her lips were as soft as they looked.
“I’ll keep it zipped on the condition that you let me train you,” she said, interrupting my train of thought. “I’d rather you not burn the apartments down while I’m trying to sleep.”
I blinked. “You want to train me?”
Her eyes flickered down to my lips. “So you don’t burn me in my sleep, yes.”
“We already established you’d live."
“Would still be inconvenient.” Her chin dipped, and for a second, I was sure she’d kiss me. But her face simply hovered above mine, watching, waiting. She would not just take, I realized. She was giving me the opportunity to close the distance myself. 
But I didn’t. It took everything in me to lean away and redirect my focus to tugging on my boots. Mind fuzzy, I nodded to the hem of her pants, which were damp from where I had splashed her. “Let’s try it now. Do you feel the energy there? Like a tingling by your legs?”
She leaned back and studied me. “Yeah,” she said after a beat. “It kind of feels like when the hair on the back of your neck stands up.”
“Good,” I told her. “Embrace it. Focus on it.”
“Okay.” Her face tightened in concentration. “It’s interesting. It feels so different from fire.”
I snorted. “Very intuitive."
She cocked a scarred brow. “I meant their energies, Theodora. Now quiet,” she shushed me. “I’m trying to focus.”
Sere raised her hand, long fingers splayed. Slowly, but ever so steadily, fat droplets began to lift from the fabric of her pants. She sucked in a sharp breath, her hand trembling.
“You’ve got it,” I coaxed. “Don’t overthink it. Water is gentle. It’s not something you can force. The more you connect with that energy the easier it’ll be.”
Her veins bulged under the thin skin on the back of her hand, tightening all the way up her forearm.
The sight of her –all muscle and strength— struggling with a couple drops of water, was almost comical.
I fought to keep my expression supportive. “You’ve done this before,” I reminded her, thinking back to the time she placed her palm against mine in the dreamy desert night. How flame and water circled around us.
“The dream walking is different,” she said tightly.
"It is?”
She huffed out a breath in frustration, dropping her hand. I caught the water before it could fall back onto her clothes, twirling it between my fingers.
“Show off.”
“Why is it easier in the dreams?”
Sere leaned back, her broad shoulders relaxed. “Less mental blocks maybe? I never asked Roarke.”
Roarke. Memories of the healer finding me in that basement each morning, peeling back my sticky clothes to see what Kian had done to me, swarmed my mind. I exhaled sharply, and without meaning to I froze the water in a block around my hand. I tried to play it off as intentional, unfreezing the ice and twirling it through my fingers again.
“Was Roarke like you?” I asked quietly.
She stiffened. “You were there when I told Elys.”
Her sudden sharpness caught me off guard. “I know,” I reminded her. “He made a bargain. That’s not what I meant–”
“You wanted to know what his bargain was for?” She interrupted. “Yeah, same as me. Spare his wife and he would do anything.”
So that was Matteus Fray’s move. He’d done it time and time again– and now he had my salvyre. Hell, he had half the Red Court, it seemed.
“Roarke’s a good man,” she said. I waited for her to continue, but she didn’t. Instead, she looked away, that hard mask falling back into place.
It dawned on me that Roarke was probably her closest friend in the two years she’d been held captive. That she probably felt guilty he was left behind, while she was free. That she might even miss him.
“He’s going to be okay,” I told her, though I knew there was no way to know that for sure. “He’s a healer. He’s too valuable for Fray to fuck over.”
“I know,” she agreed. Her fingers drifted through the sand, combing through the pebbles. She sighed. “Any other tricks you want to try to teach me?”
I knew she was trying to change the topic. I went along with it and gestured to the water. “My mentor has been trying to show me how to stop the tide. I don’t suppose you want to give it a try?”
Her brows lifted. “You think I’m ready for all that? I could barely dry my pants.”
“What else are you doing?”
“Well,” she sighed. “We do technically have a meeting we’re already late for.”
“Ugh.” I leaned back into the sand, piling my arms across my face. “I’m tired of it. All the talking.”
“Right, you’d rather swim in cold-ass water in the middle of winter.”
“I know the fire mage isn’t complaining about being cold.” I lifted an arm and squinted up at her.
She was smiling. “Touché.”
I stared for a moment, stunned once more by how beautiful she was. Her eyes lit up when she smiled— and gods, the way the sun reflected off the water and over her skin— she looked ethereal. “You know, I don’t remember seeing you down here much during your academy days,” I realized. Surely, seeing her here would’ve been something I noticed. “Why’s that?”
Sere shrugged. “My salvyre and I were never beach people. Your feet get all wet and the sand sticks to you. Gets inside your clothes and shoes.”
“Gods, I never expected you to be such a baby,” I scoffed. “All this time, I had you pegged as some rebel warrior. The fire prodigy gone rogue.”
She grinned again and gestured to where my head lay. “You’re going to have sand in your hair, and then what? It’s going to follow you everywhere you go today.”
I shrugged. “If you hate having a good time, you can just say it.”
Sere grunted, then rolled her eyes and flopped down next to me. The side of her arm pressed flush against mine, and the warmth of it seemed to radiate all throughout my body. Cold my ass.
“I don’t hate a good time,” she grumbled. And out of the corner of my eye I could feel her watching me, watching the smile that was slowly spreading across my face.
“Where did your salvyre hang out then?” I asked. “Since you dummies didn’t like the beach.”
She shrugged, and her fingers brushed mine. “Well, we went into the city sometimes. And like, the courtyard.”
“The city is so far,” I protested. “How did you manage that?”
“Jasper gives great piggy back rides.”
Unable to stop myself, I turned onto my side, a giggle blooming from the back of my throat at the thought of Jasper, the wolfy fuckboy that he was, carrying them into the city. “No way,” I sniggered. “There is no way.”
Her expression twisted in mock surprise. “You don’t believe me?” She asked innocently. But she grinned down at me, honey eyes twinkling.
“Absolutely not,” I told her. “The only people getting a ride from Jasper are the girls he’s trying to fuck.”
She blinked in surprise, and then laughed. A full laugh— one that shook her chest. “Oh my Gods,” she wheezed, wiping at her eyes. “Yep. You definitely met him.”
“Oh yes. He didn’t seem to appreciate my ladies only vibe.”
“Ironic, since our entire salvyre swings that way.” She shook her head, still grinning. “Same old Jasper. Sorry you had to deal with that.”
“I can handle idiots.” I propped my chin up on my hand, considering her. “Have you only ever been with ladies?” I asked curiously. “You don’t have to answer that if it's weird.”
“Not weird,” she replied. “Yes, only women. Well, and then there’s the time Ariadne and I made out–”
“What!” I exclaimed, sitting up in surprise.
She grinned wider and folded her arms under her head.  “Why are you so surprised?”
“Did you guys…”
“Gods no!” She sat up then too, lifting her hands defensively. “It was a dare, okay? I don’t back down from dares.”
“So what, you’ll just kiss anyone I dare you to?” 
I knew I was playing with fire as soon as the words escaped my mouth.
Her lids lowered and she watched me, the grin on her lips transforming into something else– something crooked that made my heart speed up and my skin tingle.
“Try it and find out,” she said in a low, wicked tone.
“Yeah?” Was the best response I came up with. My cheeks were definitely turning pink.
One of us must’ve shifted, because then her face was about half a foot away from mine, close enough that I could see my own flushed skin in the reflection of her eyes. My chest tightened, the air around us practically purring as –this time– I shifted my chin towards hers.
Sere had gone utterly still, any trace of a smile gone. Her lids lowered as she watched me, casting shadows across her cheeks.
“I dare you,” I whispered, glancing down at her mouth and then back up. I fought against the smile tugging at my lips as I reached up and ran my thumb across her jaw. “To clean this up.”
Her brows furrowed in confusion. I jolted back then, just in time for the small wave I’d summoned to splash across her. Her eyes widened comically as she raised her hands to block her face.
And the water stopped midair.
I whistled, impressed. “Nice reflexes.”
“Okay, but what do I do now?” She asked tightly. The water still hovered, a wall of it only inches from her skin.
“Move it,” I shrugged. “Imagine it’s like a limb— part of you. It’ll move.”
For a long second, nothing happened. Her fingers trembled again. And then– in a sudden burst of energy, the water exploded away from her, back the way it came. It crashed back into the lake with an unceremonial splash.
“Well shit, good job.” I told her. “A little... intense. But well done.”
She grinned at me then, a full smile that reached her eyes.
I grinned back.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-Four
 
Commander Vanora Elys, the matriarch of Arderiah, was one of the few higher ups in the academy who didn’t care how people referred to her. Commander, Elys, instructor, ma’am – it didn’t matter. She was a woman whose presence alone demanded respect, so titles meant little.
She’d been a part of my life for as long as I could remember.
And yet, as well as Elys knew me and my siblings, I didn’t know much of anything about her. It was not common for a salvyre to work without their team– and yet, here she was. 
There were rumors her salvyre were dead. Rumors they were recruited to work on secret projects for the king. There were even whispers that they did dirty work for Lord Ashridge and his late father, but no one knew for sure. She didn’t tell us, and we didn’t dare ask.
Even Elys’ abilities remained a mystery. I had long harbored suspicions that like Ariadne, she was a shadow walker. She had a sort of ubiquitous presence— she always seemed to know exactly what was going on in Arderiah. Knew all the secrets and caught all of the rule breakers. She had to be a shadow walker– manipulating the darkness to bend and fold at her will, to hide and hurt as she commanded. It was the only thing that made sense.
But no one knew for sure. And in all her demonstrations, all her training sessions—- she’d never once used magic. It was she who taught me the power our bodies had— it was she who drove home the importance of a well-rounded, adaptable salvyre.
When we entered her office, her familiar light eyes went directly to Graham’s before she turned to Sere and I. Graham ushered us in, and closed the door quietly. For a moment I felt guilt— especially as Elys’ knowing gaze settled on me— for wasting her time and being late.
“How are you?” She asked, glancing between us. “Did you guys get some sleep?”
“I’m good,” I said instinctively. Dismissively. “What’s going on? Any news?”
“Sit.” Elys gestured to the chairs behind us. “My scouts aren’t finding much,” she admitted. “The tavern was burned down, along with some other buildings in the village. A lot of civilian deaths. And a lot are missing.”
I glanced at the map on her desk, watching as she thumbed the edge of it thoughtfully. There were pieces on it, markers over the key places in our court. I’d never seen her actually use it before. It had certainly never taken central priority on her desk.
It struck me then that the pieces that should have been on Fort Ember, and some of the other small towns and forts in the region, had conspicuously been removed.
“Have you caught their scent?” I asked, leaning forward and mentally noting the routes they could be taking.
Elys shook her head. “I have shifters working on it— bloodhounds and wolves, but no. They have strong magic on their side. They're disguising their scent.” She paused, looking at us warily. “I don’t want my shifters traveling out too far. Gods only know what sort of traps they could set.”
“How can we help?” Sere asked. She was leaning forward attentively, arms braced across her knees and her legs slightly parted. I was surprised by the dominance she oozed, even as she gave another person her undivided attention. On anyone else, I might’ve found it annoying. But Sere? Her natural confidence, her poise– it was simply another part of her that drew me in, made it impossible to look away.
Graham made a noise behind us and Elys met his gaze. “For now, all we can do is wait,” she said. “We’ve sent messengers to High Command. We’ve sent word to the city and scouts to the nearby villages. For now, we’re in lockdown. We keep the gates closed and keep going as normal. The older salvyre and the enlisters will fight, if it comes down to it.”
Keep going as normal.
“I sent a messenger north as well, but there’s a very good chance Ashridge will intercept them. We can’t rely on anyone for backup.”
Sere had gone stiff beside me. Her eyes were dark. “And what of the village?“ She asked in a low voice.
Elys’ face tightened. “Until we hear from my connections in the city, Arderiah is effectively in lockdown. We can’t risk it.”
Sere stiffened, straightening up in her seat. And with the way her fists clenched at her side, the way her jaw flexed and eyes narrowed– I could see a glimpse of the woman who’d once been a lieutenant of Fort Ember.
“Respectfully, commander, you know as well as I do that their authorities are understaffed. They’re going to be overrun,” she told Elys bluntly. Her words were low, and punctuated with intent. “Anyone who resists will be killed. The rest will be recruited into the rebel army.”
“I know,” Elys agreed. “Trust me. I went out there and saw it myself. But what else can we do? We invite them inside the walls and we run the risk of inviting undercover rebels too. It’s too dangerous. We have salvyre children here. They depend on us to keep them safe.”
“The rebels could be inside our walls already,” I pointed out. Selene had been here the whole time.
From the tightened of her lips— I could tell she was thinking the same thing.
“I put Mako in charge of sniffing them out. Him and the other healers,” Elys told us. She looked unhappy as she said it, her eyes flickering back to Graham. I wondered about that. Him and his salvyre oversaw the guards here. Perhaps the lockdown had been his idea. 
“Not everyone who works for him does so because of compulsion,” Sere reminded them. “And not everyone makes a bargain with him because they are forced to.”
The room chilled.
“I realize that.”
Elys and Sere stared at each other— neither backing down, but neither quite challenging the other either.
“All the more reason to keep our gates closed. Checking everyone in here? Do you realize how taxing that’s already going to be on our healers?”
“Closing the gates and screening the students and staff is the best move,” Graham butted in gruffly. “The council agreed.”
“And so we will do it.” Elys shot him a warning look. “Graham, I don’t need you here for this. You’re dismissed. Come back later.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Graham said curtly. He looked like he wanted to argue, but he took in the three of us, the tension, and decided against it. He slipped from the room, closing the door behind him.
With Graham gone, Elys relaxed, leaning back in her seat and rubbing her temples. “This is a fucking nightmare,” she grumbled.
Sere barked a laugh dry enough that both Elys and I turned to her in surprise. “A nightmare?” She repeated, a slight edge in her voice. Her eyes were shadowed, her expression grim. She was very much the rogue salvyre now– the soldier who had been a hostage of war, who had fought and survived. “Just wait,” she continued. “Wait until you see what he does to those people. Wait until he comes for us here.”
“Seraphine, you have made your concerns clear,” Elys warned. “Enough. What’s done is done.”
Sere rose from her seat. I could see the smoke curling around her fists and up her arms. Her eyes were heated and her stance defiant, but I knew she would wait to be dismissed.
Elys sighed. “Mako told me.”
I stilled. “Told you what?”
“The bond.”
“Oh.” Oh.
Elys glanced between us, her light eyes taking in every detail. The way that our bodies, which I hadn’t realized until that moment, were slightly pivoted in each other’s direction. The way our feet pointed not towards her or the doorway, but each other. I swallowed, and shifted in my seat.
“I don’t suppose you need me to tell you what that entails,” Elys continued. “Theia’s been doing her research. I found it odd you’d picked up such an interest in your studies. In bonds and bargains. I suppose it makes sense now.”
A chill racked through me. She’d seen me in the sage’s hall. Seen me sneaking books and searching for answers in the dim candlelight.
“Commander–” Sere started, stepping forward. Elys held up a hand to stop her.
“I don’t need to know the details,” she said firmly. “But with the path we are currently on, I find it would be unwise of us if we didn’t take advantage of every asset we have.”
Sere cocked a brow, the anger in her expression dimming slightly. “You’re suggesting we train together?”
“Yes. We’ll set aside some time in your schedules. ”
Our schedules.
I could feel Sere’s gaze on me, feel Elys’ gaze on me, feel the softness of the chair beneath me. But at the same time, I suddenly felt far from my body. Like I was seeing it all through a darkened tunnel. It felt like the walls were rising up, shifting into something else.
That damn alley.
I sucked in a sharp breath, hoping to banish the sight before I saw Klaus. Or Sierra. Or worse— Selene. Atlas. Vas. Dimitri.
“What about my training?” I rasped. “The test?”
This was unheard of. A salvyre without their team? The exam was designed to assess us not only individually, but also how well we worked as a unit. If I didn’t take it with them, I couldn’t pass. I couldn’t graduate.
After all this, High Command would surely just send Sere to a new command. Give her a new position. It would suck, of course, but she had a place. She had passed her exam.
The pit of emptiness inside me throbbed. My salvyre were out there. They were waiting for me, and here I was– getting assigned to train with Sere because Elys didn’t know what else to do with me.
Our morning on the beach— those fleeting touches and laughs– felt suddenly tainted and ugly.
“I don’t know, Theia,” Elys said gently. “But for now this is what’s best.”
“They’re not dead, you know,” I all but hissed through my teeth. “They’re alive. Why aren’t we doing anything?”
Sere tensed. I could feel it without even looking at her.
“We will do something,” Elys told me vehemently. “Both of your salvyre. If we can get them back, we will. I will. But until we have word from the scouts, until the messengers return, we don’t know the full scope of things. We can’t just run out there blind. You know how this works.” Elys’ brows pinched together as she spoke, worry clear in her eyes.
“And what happens when the scouts and messengers don’t come back?” I hissed. “If the rebels find them, they’re going to take them or kill them. Then what?”
Elys cocked a brow. “And what would you have me do then, Theia? Invite the entire village into Arderiah? Form a task force to hunt down the rebels myself? My loyalty is first and foremost to the people here.”
The room became quiet as her words hung in the air.
“I’m sorry. What you’re going through, what you’re both going through. I am. Really. But all we can do right now is hang tight and wait. I don’t like it either, but we don’t have any other options.”
My head was beginning to throb. I rubbed at my temples gently, trying to calm myself. “Whatever. Fine. So what, I keep going to classes? How is that even going to work? My morning classes this year are supposed to be all team-based.”
“I expect you two to spend morning blocks training together. Mastering the gifts that come with the bond. You’ll be working with Dyleth and her mate, Hasaan. For afternoons –Theia, I’m sticking you with Dima. She's a fire mage. Sere, until I get word, I’m going to assign you to afternoon shifts at the West Gate.”
I gritted my teeth. It wasn’t fair of me to resent Sere then, but I did. I understood that she was a lieutenant in her own right. She had years of experience on me. But I hated that while she got an actual assignment, Elys was giving me what felt like busywork.
“Where do I report?” I asked quietly.
Elys pursed her lips. “The sage’s hall.”
I had figured, but hoped otherwise. Great. Guess I’d be spending all my time there now. “Is there anything else you need?” I tried to temper the annoyance in my voice, but I could tell Elys didn’t buy it. Fuck this, I just wanted to get out of here.
“That’s all for now.” Her tone was wary. “Sere, can you hang back for a minute?”
“Yes ma’am.”
I could feel their eyes on my back as I stood up and strode from the room, but I didn’t spare them a second glance. Graham stood stoically in the corridor. He watched as I emerged from Elys’ office and shut the door behind me with more force than necessary. He opened his mouth to say something, but I shook my head. “Not right now,” I told him gruffly.
With a curt nod from him I stalked out of the corridor, and back into the chilly February air.
 
It wasn’t until the sun was starting to make its way towards the horizon that Dyleth came and found me. I spotted her standing along the shore, watching me, her face pensive. Her lavender braids shimmied in the light breeze, and as I watched she pushed one away from her face and behind her ear.
“I thought I had earned an extra day off,” I grumbled as I made my way from the water. I must have been swimming for a long time. My legs shook as I made my way to her.
Dyleth cocked a brow. “There are no days off for those who wish to master their magic.”
“And who said I want to master my magic?” I countered. But I knew I was being petty and childish. Muttering an apology, I began to slip my leathers back on.
“Theia, it’s times like these that our strength is truly tested.”
I laughed dryly and leaned back on one of the stone boulders that littered the beach. “That doesn’t really make me feel better, you know.”
Dyleth looked toward the lake, then sighed and perched herself on a rock across from me. She crossed her thick legs in front of her. She had that look on her face– the one that said she was readying for a heart to heart.
“Dyleth–” I started. For I was not in the mood.
“After the Great War, my family was hunted down and killed.”
I straightened in surprise, my lips parting.
“There was so much dissent back then,” she continued, her silver eyes meeting mine. “There were many who feared that the king was not providing us with enough protection. There were rumors that Vaul wanted to attack again. Some didn’t even believe the treaty was real. So people in small towns like mine –mostly relics– rallied together to form militias to fight.”
She scanned my face, waiting. For what, I wasn’t sure. A protest, maybe?
There were many who did not fully trust the sages. Maybe it was because they had their own sets of rules and customs, values and rituals they kept private from the rest of the kingdom. Maybe it was the fact that many of the sages were former relics, people who had become sages merely to escape persecution. People who’d sworn to serve the kingdom in counsel and education not out of loyalty, but self-preservation.
In the last hundred years, the sages had become more and more isolated from the common folk. They kept to their halls, to academies and the inner circles of High Command. And with that space, grew distrust. Prejudice.
When I didn’t answer, she continued.
“But Vaul didn’t attack, and things between the militias and the king's soldiers escalated,” she explained. “It got ugly when the king decided to shut things down. None of my family were part of the militia, but it didn’t matter. We all had magic, and because of the spells the king had cast over the kingdom, we all had the relic marks to prove it.”
“What happened?”
She shrugged. “I suppose my parents saw it coming, in a way. They sent me and my brother here, to the sages.” She tugged at her collar as she spoke, as if remembering the day she’d traded her relic mark for the sage’s. The marks curled around her wrists, and suddenly, I had the strangest impression that they looked like bindings.
“They had already had their hall here. Arderiah was built around it. When I came… Arderiah was still quite young.”
“You didn’t always want to be a sage?” I curled my legs tighter in front of me, pensive. I realized, stupidly, that I didn’t really know Dyleth as well as I’d thought. Why had I never asked her more questions?
“Hmm,” she hummed thoughtfully. “People don’t really set out to become a sage. Not back then, anyway. There was a lot of fear building around relics. We were magic-users the king couldn’t control. Not the same way he controls salvyre. Many came to these halls out of necessity.”
I frowned, a heaviness building in my gut. “You came here… And what happened to your parents?” I asked quietly. “Your brother?”
Dyleth gave me a sad smile that conveyed her answer. I already knew. “Shortly after I came here, our village was raided by guards and all the relics were killed.”
My gut twisted. “And your brother?”
“He wanted justice. He died for it.”
“Gods,” I muttered. I started to offer an apology. Some sort of reassurance. But there weren't any words. “The guards who did that…”
“They were not salvyre, no,” she answered my unspoken question. “It was still too early. The first salvyre were still too young.” There was a pause, and for the first time– I saw a hardness enter Dyleth’s eyes. “Those guards paid for what they did.”
Oh. Oh. Silence stretched between us. Perhaps Dyleth waited for my rebuke. My judgment.
“Did it help you?” I asked instead. “Did it make you feel better?”
Dyleth turned to the water, and in watching her profile, I could see the way she pondered the question. “Maybe in the beginning.” She admitted. “Anger was easier than grief. But long term? No.”
“Is this your way of telling me to listen to Elys?” I cocked a brow. “To let it go?”
My mentor’s silver eyes were impossible to read as they focused on me. “Maybe partially. All I know is I see a lot in you that I saw in myself.”
“Yeah, well, it sucks. It all sucks.” Frustrated, I dug my nails into the leather of my pants, wishing I were anywhere but here. “I don’t know what to do, Dyleth.” I admitted, looking away so she wouldn’t be able to see just how vulnerable I felt.
“You know what did help me?” My mentor asked lightly. “Hasaan.”
I froze.
“Why didn’t you tell me about Seraphine?” She continued gently. “You could’ve trusted me.”
Defensiveness coiled inside me. “She was with the rebels. It wouldn’t have even mattered.”
“Maybe not,” she agreed. “But we could’ve talked about it at least.”
I straightened, finally pushing to my feet. “Look, I appreciate the concern. And I’m sorry for your loss. I am. But if everyone could stop breathing down my neck for five fucking minutes–”
Dyleth held up her hands. “I’m just saying I’m here to talk if that’s what you need.” She shifted and got to her feet, glancing westward. Her face hardened back into the mask I knew. My mentor.
“Come, let’s practice your drills.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Act IV



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-Five
 
 
Matteus Fray’s enforcer dragged the flat side of his knife down my bare back, snickering as I shivered in the cold air. He neared the edge of a wound that was slowly healing, dipping the blade in to tug the flesh open again.
    I growled, flinching, but was unable to move from my position, trapped atop the table by the mental binds of my bargain. My knuckles tightened as I gripped the worn wood, my fingers forming impressions along its edge. 
    “The oracle. Tell me more,” Matteus Fray ordered, his tone bored. It was an act– I could see how much he was enjoying this by the glint in his eyes.
    “You don’t need him here. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know,” I reminded him. “All you need to do is ask.”
    Kian chose that moment to slice a new line down my back, flaring the knife so he took my skin with it.
    The cell was momentarily filled with the sounds of my screams.
    “Of course I don’t need him,” Fray said, a smile pulling at his lips. “But you, dear salvyre, need to be broken in.”
    As if to punctuate, the enforcer flicked something wet onto the table. A blob of my flesh landed inches from my face.
    I squeezed my eyes shut.
    “You said she’s younger. How much younger?”
    Bile was working its way up my throat again. I fought it— hating the bitterness of it on my tongue. His question probed me, and without even realizing it I was opening my mouth and answering.
    “Five years.”
    “Hmmm… Kian? Yes. Wake her up. We’re not done.”
    And suddenly my back was on fire. Agony ripped through me as the acrid smell of vinegar permeated the air. I twitched, vision going white as I gagged, nearly choking on the mix of screams and vomit.
    And then I was standing, chest heaving, fire dancing in the corners of my eyes as I stalked towards Kian, only one thought in my mind— blood. Blood.
    Flames licked up his body and he dropped the bucket, holding his hands in front of his face.
    Distantly, I heard shouting. Felt a pull in my mind.
    But I continued to watch my fire eat the enforcer alive. Watched him stumble back shrieking. 
    “Seraphine, STOP!”
The flames vanished in a puff of smoke.
 
“Go away,”  I groaned. I pulled my quilt over my head, rolling over and away from the door. Bits of a dream— a nightmare, lingered in my mind, quickly dissipating as I woke.
    There was a low grunt, and then my blanket was being ripped off.
    “Hey!” I yelped in surprise, blinking wildly as I rolled over.
    Seraphine Terrahaven, salvyre leathers smooth and perfect, stood at the foot of my bed, my blanket in hand. Her honey eyes, far too alert and awake, met mine.
    “You’re going to make us late.”
    “Late?” I repeated dubiously, shivering in the cool morning air. I reached for my blanket, but she pulled it further away. “Are you serious? Is it even 5 am?” I snapped. “Go away.”
    It felt like I’d only just fallen asleep. I’d spent most of the night chasing nightmares away. I was fucking tired.
    “It’s time to get up.”
    “For you, maybe. Not me.” It took all my strength to bite back the slew of swears that teetered on the edge of my tongue.
    Her large form hovered at the foot of my bed. “I outrank you,” she reminded me.
    “Fuck off. You can’t order me to wake up,” I growled into my pillow.
    “Wanna bet?”
    “No. Go away.”
    She didn’t reply, but I heard her footsteps as she retreated. The room grew quiet. I sighed and relaxed back into my bed.
“Psst,” I heard moments later.
“Go away, Seraphine,” I groaned. “I’m serious.”
“I want to show you something.”
“Show me later-”
The only warning I got was the tingling of energy across my skin. And then, just as my eyes flew open, a wave of ice water blanketed my body.
“You bitch!” I swore, jumping from the bed and staggering wildly to the floor. Wet hair slapped against the side of my face, and I skidded, banging my thigh into my bed frame. My eyes narrowed at where Sere stood just inside my doorway, a pleased smile on her handsome face.
“I’ve been practicing,” she said with an easy shrug. She took in my expression, furious and half asleep, and her grin grew. “Sorry.”
She definitely didn’t look sorry.
Growling under my breath, I took a sharp step forward, pulling the water from my clothes and hair in one fluid moment.
Before she could react, I thrust the small wave back at her, slamming her against the wall. Immediately I froze it, locking her in place. Her wrists were trapped on either side of her face which— to my veiled pleasure– looked surprised.
Honey eyes watched as I stalked over, stopping a foot away. I crossed my arms across my chest and fixed her with a glare.
“You’re not a morning person, are you?” And somehow, even pinned and unable to move, she still carried that damned air of easy authority.
It pissed me off more.
“And you’re a menace in the morning, aren’t you?”
“There it is.” She cocked her head to the side. “You’ve got that look in your eyes.”
“Excuse me?”
“The Theia Stormfury glare.”
“You earned it,” I scoffed. “And for the record, I am a morning person.”
Her honey eyes danced. “Right,” she drawled. “You’re just oozing enthusiasm.”
“What I am is seconds away from just leaving you here and going back to sleep.”
“With me right by your bed, watching you?”
For some reason, that made my breath catch. The idea of Seraphine Terrahaven, watching over me as I slept? Seeing me vulnerable? A twisted part of me purred at the idea.
I fought to keep my expression normal. “I’ll sleep in Selene’s room.”
“I’ll scream.”
“I'll gag you.” I countered. “I’ll sleep just fine.”
Her eyes narrowed. The amusement was still there, but something wicked flashed across her features that made me take an instinctive step back.
“Do you do that to all your girls?” Her voice was low— raspy. She leaned forward, and the ice at her wrists cracked. “You didn’t strike me as the type.”
“Only the loud ones.”
“Careful now,” she warned. “If I didn’t know better I'd think you were flirting with me.”
My cheeks pinked. “This is your idea of flirting?”
She shifted, and the ice cracked again. “Well, typically, I’m not the one pinned to the wall like this—”
“Forget I asked,” I cut in. “Moving forward, I don’t need a morning wake up.”
“Whatever you say.” Her lips split into a full smile then, and with an easy flex of her fingers, flames shot up her arms and carefully licked away the ice I had frozen her with. It sizzled and steam floated into the air, curling around us.
I cocked a brow. “If I didn’t know better I’d think you liked being tied up.”
She laughed, and rubbed her wrists, taking an easy step towards me. “Siren, you have no idea.”
It took all my strength to keep my eyes on her face. I would not give her the satisfaction of checking out her arms in front of her. Nope. For that matter, I didn’t even like her arms. They were too big and muscled and tattooed…
“You’re an idiot,” I concluded. Who I was talking to, I wasn’t sure. This damn bond would ruin me.
And yet, as annoyed as I was, I found myself oddly pleased by the ease in her this morning. The lightness in her eyes and the humor in her smile. It was… nice.
She leaned back against the wall, crossing her arms across her chest. Her muscles bunched as she did, and I couldn’t help but look.
Judging by the cocky grin she still wore, I knew she knew how I was affected. I scowled.
“You’re not the least bit curious?” She asked, holding up her hand. A small flame appeared at the tips of her fingers. “Don’t you want to learn?”
A breeze trickled through my window as she spoke. Like a cool hand it caressed my skin gently, and before I could even make sense of it, my body locked up. Sere’s question felt as if it was rattling around in my head. What did I want?
Dread —inexplicably heavy and thick— settled somewhere deep inside me. I felt trapped– so so trapped– in this small room. The space that had been mine for over three years felt abruptly foreign –like a prison.
Could I really do this? Just continue on? How could I, when war loomed on the horizon? When I had glimpsed inside the very enemy who had stolen my family from me?
I could not do nothing, Elys and all them be damned. Waiting was not an option. I knew that now.
“Theia?” Sere asked, her grin falling away. I imagined how I looked, hair messy and clothes wrinkled with sleep. Cheeks hollow from months of restless nights.
“You can go now,” I told her gruffly. “I’m up. I need to get dressed.”
Her eyes searched mine, trying to figure out where my mind had gone. When I turned away and reached for my dresser, her fingers wrapped around my arm and twisted me back. “Wait,” she murmured, close enough that her breath washed over me.
I glanced down at her hand pointedly, and she let go. “I need to get dressed,” I repeated, firmly this time.
Sere’s eyes missed nothing as she searched my face. For a second, I thought she was going to say something. Call me out, even. The breeze trickled in again, causing her shirt to gently ruffle.
But she only nodded, then wordlessly left the room.
 
By the time I was ready, the sun was just starting to peek over the horizon. Sere had been right to wake me when she did, but I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of admitting it.
I glanced at her as we walked towards the sage’s hall. The sunlight dipped across the sharp lines of her cheekbones, her jaw. She glanced at me, sensing the weight of my stare.
“Yes?”
“Nothing,” I replied coolly. The Lost Lake stretched across in the distance, just beyond the hall. I focused my attention there.
“You’re still mad I woke you?”
My eyes flitted back to hers. “No,” I answered truthfully. 
“Come on Theia,” she groaned. She stopped, reaching out and gently grabbing my hand. A shock jolted through me at the touch, enough so that I froze in surprise. She stepped in my path, honey eyes wary.
“You’re my mate,” Sere said evenly, as if that was all that mattered.
I choked on my spit, coughing as I glanced around to make sure no one had heard.
“Do you even get what that means?” She asked incredulously. “How rare this opportunity is?”
“Yes, I do,” I snapped. “But somehow, I have more important things on my mind than fucking around with you.”
She straightened, her jaw tightening. “And I have more important things on my mind than you acting like a child,” she retorted, stepping forward and into the sun. Taller than me as she was, I was suddenly cast into darkness.
“Did it occur to you,” she continued in a low voice. “Did it occur to you even once, to consider my perspective? We’re both going through the same shit. We’re alone. Our salvyre are gone.” She stopped, then gritted her teeth. “I hate talking about it too. But the closer we are, the more powerful. This bond could make us strong enough to make a difference.”
A gust of wind whipped up from the water’s edge, ruffling Sere’s jacket. I focused on the single wrinkle it caused along her shoulder, trying to let it ground me. She waited, watching me with those hard honey eyes.
When I finally spoke, my voice was barely audible. “After all of the shit the Frays did to me, watching my salvyre get ripped away… you were there for it all. With him. I know it wasn’t willingly. And I know they hurt you too. But it’s hard to wrap my head around it sometimes. Especially when my mind keeps taking me back there—“
Her expression softened. This time, when she moved she made her intent clear, and when her hand took mine again, I did my best not to flinch away.
“Kian branded me too, you know,” she murmured. Slowly, eyes never leaving mine, she pressed my palm against her hip. “Here.” She shifted, and brought my hand to her other hip. “And here.”
“Sere–” Even through her clothes, her body was warm under my touch. She watched me carefully, the air between us thick and tense. She moved my hand a final time, letting it come to rest on her chest, just above her heart.
“And here.”
Her hand let go of mine, and I stood there, frozen. Locked in a myriad of emotions I couldn’t understand. Longing, saturated in pain and frustration. Desire.
Her eyes bore into my own, the same molten honey they had always been. The color that had haunted me for months— the color that had been there the night my life was turned upside down.
I moved so quick that I surprised even myself. It was like my body was being tugged forward, and then I found myself throwing my arms around her, pulling her tight. There were no words to offer her— none for her to offer me. The dread that seemed to live in my stomach curled up and around my empty chest.
I hated myself. Hated my mind, my body, my soul. For all the ways it was damaged and tainted. All the ways it had failed.
Slowly, Sere reached up, winding her arms around my waist and pulling me tight. Her touch was like a tether. Her body against mine was a balm. And to some degree— I knew mine was a balm to her, too.
She kept me from spiraling. Holding her, standing in the dawn air –all warmth and sandalwood– I knew I wasn’t in that basement. I knew I wasn’t alone.
“I’m sorry,” I told her.
 
When we entered the hall, Hasaan and Dyleth stood together to greet us. I’d only met Dyleth’s mate a few times. He was older than she was, though I didn’t know by how much. Hasaan had dark skin and serious eyes. Golden braids were pulled away from his smooth face, revealing a long forehead with thick dark brows.
It always spooked me to see them together. They moved in a synchronicity that gave me goosebumps. In one glance, their eyes carried entire conversations.
If Sere was unmetered by the two of them, she didn’t let it show. I wondered idly if Roarke and his mate were similar. It would explain why she looked so unphased.
Would we be like this one day? I couldn’t imagine ever being that intimate with someone– that connected. Perhaps to my salvyre, but to the tall, imposing figure beside me? It seemed impossible. I’d spent too much time building up my mental walls, fortifying them with stone and iron.
Sere greeted them politely, bowing her head in respect. She was both taller and broader than the two of them, but her deference made them appear bigger. Dyleth gave her a nod, her silver eyes trailing from Sere to where I still stood in the doorway.
Eerily, Hasaan looked to me a breath later, as if sensing that was where his mate’s attention had turned.
I echoed Sere’s greeting, stepping forward into the room. My palms felt slick as I curled them into loose fists at my sides.
“Theia, just sit down,” Dyleth snorted.
My lips twitched, and I was grateful for her ease. How she knew seeing the two of them together made me nervous, I wasn’t sure. But I sat down obediently.
Dyleth had asked us to meet in Hasaan’s study, and it was surprisingly elegant. The chairs we sat in were well upholstered, with tiny blue flowers embroidered into them.
Sere sat down beside me. Hasaan leaned back against his desk, while Dyleth perched along its edge. The side of her knee pressed gently against his thigh.
It was strange to see Dyleth, such a strong and powerful being, attached so firmly to another. It was beyond my understanding. To be powerful and independent, but also so intimately connected to someone else? How was it possible?
“The commander found us yesterday and told us about your situation,” Hasaan said finally. They spoke in that same slow way Dyleth did– each word carefully weighed with the wisdom of their age. “I’m excited to help. It has been a long time since we met another who was bonded.”
His voice was thick with an accent I couldn’t place. One of the northern courts, I thought. I wondered about that. The northerners tended to avoid coming south of the capital, if they could help it. The Red Court didn’t have as much money, and we certainly didn’t live in the same luxury they did.
But if Hasaan shared any of those snobby sentiments, it was impossible to tell.
Dyleth nodded, a grin gracing her face. “I’m excited to see how your gifts work in tandem. Fire and water? Should be fun.”
“We look forward to accepting your teachings,” Sere told them.
I glanced at her with a cocked brow. Accepting your teachings? Who was this woman? Oh, yes. I’d make fun of her for that one later.
But her words seemed to please Hasaan. He smiled. “I must confess, Dyleth and I bonded a long time ago. Our memories of those initial months are not as sharp as they once were. We’ve also had a lot of time to master each other’s magic.”
“Whatever help you can offer is appreciated,” Sere said.
Dyleth nodded. “Hasaan can sense and manipulate moods. Similar to Atlas, in a way. His patron god is also Loux.”
“Huh.” If Hasaan could sense and manipulate moods, that meant Dyleth could too. I watched her skeptically, realizing her wisdom and vague words of advice had always been a little… too conveniently dealt out. That cheater.
“From what I remember, the magic comes relatively easy. It’s the connection here that takes work,” Hasaan said, holding a palm flatly to his chest.
Oh, Gods help me.
Dyleth rose gracefully from the desk, then moved around to lift a flat bowl off of a shelf behind her. She carried it over, and placed it gently on a table before us. It was filled with gray sand.
    “You both were too young to remember how you came to be,” Dyleth said in a solemn voice. “For us to truly help you, you must first understand the rites.”
    I tensed. The rites were a well-guarded secret. It helped keep order to those who practiced magic– the specifics known only to our leaders and sages. We knew the basics, of course. Every Summer Solstice, each court sent ten babies. By the end of the rites, come the winter solstice, five were sent back as salvyre.
    To those who opposed salvyre, behind closed doors, it was often referred to as ‘the slaughter.’
    “You’re uncomfortable,” Hasaan observed. He looked to Dyleth, and gave her a knowing grin.
    “I’m surprised,” I corrected, and risked a glance at Sere. Sure enough, her features were schooled into absolute stoicism. What was she feeling under that mask? It seemed everyone in the room could tell except me.
    Dyleth grinned.  “You can relax. This is the sage’s hall. We are able to speak freely here.”
    “Let me ask you this,” Hassan continued. “As you know, our order has lived on this land long before the seven courts were ever formed. For centuries, the sages have witnessed many come and go. It has long been war-torn. Why do you think that is?”
    I frowned. “The sages were the first and only settlers in Ezuria. They ceded to the first king peacefully when the seven courts were formed.”
    Dyleth shook her head. “That may be how your stories tell it,” she agreed. “But my grandparents told me stories of a time very different.”
    I opened my mouth to object, but Sere reached out and placed her hand on my knee. She squeezed softly in warning.
    “Was it because of the Sacred Caves?” Sere asked in a steady voice.
    Hasaan grinned again. “Ezuria is the only place in the world that has this.” He leaned forward and ran his fingers through the gray sand in the bowl, a tremor running up his arm the second his fingertips made contact.
    I blinked. “That’s from the Sacred Caves?” Where salvyre became salvyre. In the mountains just outside the Sun City.
    “When one goes through the rites, their blood must spill above the sands inside the Sacred Caves,” Dyleth explained. “Their sacrifice must bleed beside them. When both are on the brink of death the gods choose— it is then that the lives of two become one.”
“I was sixteen when I went through the rites,” Hasaan said. “The woman who volunteered as my sacrifice was my mothers age.”
“Why would—” I stopped myself.
“Why would someone volunteer to be sacrificed?” Dyleth finished. She dragged a finger along the rim of the bowl. “For starters, it cannot be fully known which body the gods will choose. We knew that when we stepped inside the sands. The gods typically select the stronger of the two, but it is not always so.”
She glanced at her mate and then continued, “our people consider the sacrifice to be the highest tribute one could pay. We believe that the gods see this, and in return, they watch over our families. They protect our kin and ensure safe passage into the afterlife.”
“So the only difference,” Sere mused, “is that we undergo the ceremony as babies?”
Hassan winked. “Well, and then there’s the matter of willingness, isn’t there? Some, especially those who remember a different time, take issue with the sacrifice of those who cannot consent.”
Dyleth held up a hand. “Many sages do not agree with how the rites are performed today. But that does not mean we have not made peace with it,” she explained, watching me. “We believe that magic should be used for good. For healing and learning. Not war and violence. Not armies or politics.”
I vaguely recalled someone saying something similar to me once. Ulric– the healer from Fort Ember. Back then, I’d brushed him off.
I frowned. Maybe… maybe there was more to it. I loved who I was. Loved being a salvyre. But the truth was– I had been taken. I hadn’t been given a choice.
My gut twisted. I was happy, but did that make it right?
Dyleth and Hasaan exchanged a glance.
“The rites imbue us with the essence of the sacrificed,” my mentor’s mate continued. “The body becomes inundated with life. We become stronger, faster. Latent gifts awaken.”
Sere leaned forward. “If it’s that simple, what’s to stop us from going through the rites again? From doing it again and again– getting more powerful?”
I cocked a brow at that. “You can’t,” I said simply. That was all there was to it.
The corner of Dyleth’s lips curled upwards, as if she was amused not by Sere’s question – but by my quick dismissal. “You can,” She corrected me gently. She glanced at Sere. “But it is a fruitless endeavor. It has been attempted. No one has ever survived. That much life within one person? The body cannot handle it.”
“The reason we tell you this,” Hasaan said, “is because a mate’s bond is the closest thing to performing the rites a second time. As your bond becomes stronger, your essences become one. You become stronger. You adopt each other's gifts. It is a blessing very few are given, and many seek.”
Sere settled back into her chair at that, lifting a hand to rub at her temples. I watched her for a moment, distracted, then looked back to the sages. That much power? Us? I fought the urge to laugh in their faces. What they were saying– it was disturbing. Impossible.
“Let us show you,” Hasaan said. The skepticism must’ve been clear on my face.
Before I realized what was happening, Hasaan swiped a blade across the tip of his finger and wordlessly held his hand above the sand. A bead of blood pooled and dipped down the side of his palm, before dripping soundlessly into the bowl.
    “What-” I murmured, eyes widening as the sand vibrated around the droplet. It moved like it was alive. Pulsing, like a heart.
    “The sacred sand provides a direct link to the gods,” Dyleth said, as if that made things any clearer. She leaned in and took the knife from her mate. In one easy cut, a drop of her blood joined his.
    There was a soft humming, as I watched, their blood dissolved, like it was being sucked away from the inside. The sand stilled.
    “Umm…” I trailed off.
    A cool gust of wind tickled the back of my neck. I shivered involuntarily, and faced the sages in time to catch them exchanging a glance.
    The sand began to vibrate again. The humming continued, louder this time. I felt my brows pull together warily.
    “Look,” Sere whispered, pointing towards the center.
    Sure enough, the sand there dipped, a silver glow gleaming ever so slightly from beneath. A sharp wind suddenly gust past, pulling loose strands from my braid as it whipped around us. No one moved. We were as still as statues, gazing at the bowl in hushed wonder. 
    Something alive was in the air. I could feel it moving against my flesh. Hasaan shivered violently, and Dyleth reached out to grab his hand.
    And then as soon as it started, it was done. The sand calmed. The room warmed again as whatever supernatural presence left us.
    My mouth was too dry to form words. I could only stare, wide eyed.
    Sere recovered first. “How did you learn all this? From experience?”
    Hasaan chuckled. “It was once known by all. Your people chose to forget.”
    “Why?”
    Dyleth released a long sigh. “Why regulate magic at all? Power. Fear. The Great War nearly tore Ezuria apart.”
    “What’s to keep people from taking this sand from the caves and using it anyway?” Sere asked, still staring at the bowl. “Could you use that to perform the rites right now?”
    Hasaan shook his head. “It is not the same. The sand carries qualities of the caves, certainly, but it is not as strong as the source. The Sacred Caves are the only place the rites can be done.”
    “There is also a ceremony for mates that’s performed in the Sacred Caves. It secures the bond,” Dyleth continued.
    Sere frowned. “I knew another pair who were mates,” She said. I knew she meant Roarke. “They never mentioned anything about a ceremony.”
    Hasaan shrugged. “Not everyone does it. It’s not really needed. It’s more a display of faith and respect. You can secure the bond on your own.”
    “Right now? With the sand?”
I tensed, eying the bowl warily.
    “No. It cannot be done outside of the caves either. The only other way is through time and practice,” Dyleth’s lips twitched as she glanced at me. “Which we will guide you through.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-Six
 
Apparently, Dyleth and Hasaan’s concept of guiding us was forcing us to sit and meditate for three hours. Our dream-walking, they’d explained, was only scratching the surface of what we would be able to one day do. Once the bond was fully formed, we’d be able to enter each other’s minds whenever we pleased.
Which was actually just plain terrifying. Sere in my head, whenever she wanted? Able to see every thought, memory, desire? Maybe I should’ve let Sierra kill me after all.
    By the time noon was approaching, I was hungry and irritable. Hasaan definitely didn’t like me. He’d taken to smacking the back of my hands with a stick when I began to space out, chastising me for not focusing.
The worst part was that Sere, for some inexplicable reason, seemed to have unending patience. She followed their directions with ease, allowing herself to be guided through a myriad of poses and breathing exercises. For hours. It was infuriating.
Thankfully, before I turned into a veritable monster, Dyleth dismissed us.
Sere and I grabbed lunch together, the tables largely abandoned by the time we reached the mess. I kept stealing glances at her, trying to piece together what I knew of her with what I'd seen from her today. I silently sipped my coffee, pretending to be fascinated with something in the distance every time she looked my way.
    “You got something on your mind?” She asked as we left the mess. Her lips twitched when I cocked a brow.
    “Uh, no.”
    “Liar.”
    “Why do you—” I huffed. “Yes, fine. I'm annoyed.”
    Sere looked amused. “The meditation isn’t that bad.”
    “You know, you purse your lips when you’re about to lie.”
    “I do not.” Her fingers caught me firmly just above my elbow. “Wait.”
    I rolled my eyes and stopped walking. “What?”
    The amusement was still in her eyes, but I could see it fading into something else.
    Sere glanced around. “If you were planning something, would you tell me?”
    A shocked laugh escaped my lips. “Excuse me?”
    She seemed to realize that she was still gripping my elbow, because she loosened her fingers, sliding them down my arm until they rested just around my wrist. “I was just thinking.”
    “Do that often?” I managed to tease. But I didn’t dare move. My heart thundered in my chest. 
    “Ha.”
    “Are you planning something?” I countered.
     “Hunting down Matteus Fray is all I think about, siren.” She took a step towards me, her thumb lightly rubbing my wrist bone. “But you didn’t answer my question.”
    I could feel the energy inside me thrumming to life, sensing her magic and leaning into it. Honey eyes watched me, missing nothing.
“I don’t know,” I admitted. And that was the honest truth. Because yes, I’d had some ideas. But no, I hadn’t thought of anything concrete yet.
But I’d be damned if I stayed here and sat around meditating all day.
    It was impossible to read her expression. Eventually, she sighed. “Right. Well they’ve got me at the West Gate now,” she murmured, gesturing the opposite direction of the sage’s hall. “I’ll see you later?”
    “Right. Yeah,” I murmured. “See you.”
    Her eyes flashed. In one smooth movement she lifted my hand to her lips, brushing the skin there in a whisper of a kiss. She held my gaze, all dark honey and hardened edges, and smiled half-heartedly. “Enjoy Dima, little siren. Tell her I said hello.”
    She let go and, with an easy wink, turned and went.
 
Three days passed before it clicked in my head. My salvyre had been gone nearly a week at that point. I wasn’t sure which was more intense— the anticipation of following up on a lead, or the frustration that I hadn’t put it together sooner. But in any case, by the time evening rolled around, I was ready.
    I waited in my room until I heard Sere return from duty. She didn’t knock on my door, but moved quietly about before leaving again. To the bath house, I presumed. I waited until I heard her come back, nervously toying with a ball of ice as I laid in bed.
    When she finally entered her room and I was sure she had fallen asleep, I carefully got up. I was already dressed in my salvyre leathers, so I sheathed my sword quietly, then tucked a dagger into both the holster at my thigh and the one on my ankle. My hair was pulled back into a neat bun at the base of my neck.
    I paused at my doorway to grab the small water skin that Dimitri had gotten me for Winter Solstice. It had been a thoughtful gift. It was not for drinking, but to use in the event that I couldn’t find water during a fight. I had no idea how he had gotten it– it was a tricky device that didn’t leak, but allowed me to pull and return water from it with ease.
    Dimitri always was thoughtful, under it all.
I drew a deep breath to clear my head. Part of me considered waking Sere– seeing if she wanted to come. She said she wanted us to trust each other– to work together. This would be the perfect opportunity for that.
But I didn’t wake her. I waited another minute, patting down my weapons to make sure they were secure, then I blew out my candle. As quietly as I could, I opened my door and crept carefully through the common area.
    The room was pitch black. The sky must’ve been cloudy, because not a speck of moonlight shone through the windows. It was entirely by muscle memory that I moved.
    “Oof,” I breathed as my body smacked into something warm and firm. I reached up in surprise, feeling what could’ve been a wall in the space that should’ve been empty, right before the door. I squinted in the darkness, trying to see.
    “And where are you sneaking off to?” A low, sultry voice demanded.
    Well, fuck. My mind went blank. How had she known?
“Umm, bathroom,” I answered. I tried to layer my voice with the usual annoyance I’d have at being confronted like this.
    Sere grunted audibly, and a warm hand came to rest on my waist. I froze as her fingers brushed the material of my leathers, before coming to rest on the pommel of my sword.
“You usually gear up to go to the bathroom?” She husked.
    I pulled back, glaring into the darkness. I could feel my cheeks heating. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”
    “You’re an idiot,” she snapped.
    I blinked. “Excuse me?”
    “What do you even plan to do? Go out there and find them? Save your salvyre all on your own?”
    “Save the lecture,” I hissed. “Just get out of my way.”
    “Two years,” she bit out. I stiffened. I could feel the heat of her breath on my face. “I was no less than a slave to them for two years. You think I don’t want to be out there right now, hunting them down? Of course I do. But I’m not going to just rush out and do something stupid.”
    “I’m not going to rush into anything,” I told her furiously. “You don’t even know what you’re talking about.” 
    “I can feel you, siren.” She barked a laugh. “I’ve been getting little blasts of nervous energy all night. I’m not going to let you get yourself killed. Go back to bed.”
    My eyes had finally begun to adjust to the darkness. I could see the outline of her figure, the sharp angles of her face as she stood above me. She was so close— inches away. Anger warmed my body.
    When I didn’t answer, she continued, “what were you even going to do? You don’t even know where they are.”
    “Fuck off,” I snapped. “You’re being a dick.”
    “Theia.” Her tone softened. “Come on.”
    That was worse. I didn’t need pity from anyone. Especially not her. I straightened. “I’ll be back in a few hours,” I said coolly. “You can chill. I’m not doing anything crazy. This isn’t about the rebels.”
    She arched her brow. “No? Then let me come with you.”
“And if I say no?” I crossed my arms across my chest. I didn’t think she’d be the type to snitch me out to Elys, but who knew?
“Then I tie you down to your bed and neither of us goes.”
A gasp escaped my throat in a single woosh. I felt my cheeks flush scarlet. The idea of her holding me down, restraining me too my bed—
Goosebumps prickled my flesh. 
“Get dressed,” I acquiesced finally. I barely recognized my own voice, it was so raspy. “Bring your sword.”
    “Done.” There was a pause, and her shadowed figure leaned in. I stiffened, surprise and heat washing over me as I felt her breath on my ear. “I knew you liked your women strapped up, siren.”
    I fixed my meanest glare onto her, but heat was already coursing through me, settling low in my stomach. She knew just how to get under my skin. And Gods, I couldn’t tell if I hated it or if I wanted to shove her against the wall and make her mine.
I took a steadying breath and palmed the pommel of my sword. “Let’s go then,” I muttered, making sure to brush my shoulder against hers as I passed.
 
A lantern hung just over the entrance to the North Gate. It wasn’t overly bright, but bright enough that the guards would see any who approached. I squinted in the darkness, trying to discern from the closer guard’s frame if he was someone I knew. Someone who would allow me to slip through. It was a weekday, so I wasn’t as familiar with the guards on rotation.
Sere held her arm up, gesturing for me to stop.
“Play along,” I heard in my head.
I froze. The clouds had scattered just enough that I could see from where I crouched that she had not opened her mouth. And yet, her voice was clear as day, warm and husky in my mind.
“Don’t freak out. It’s the bond,” she continued quickly. My expression must’ve betrayed my shock. Dyleth and Hasaan had told us that with enough practice, we’d be able to mindspeak, but I certainly didn’t think it’d happen so soon. When the fuck had she learned how to do that?
Sere crept to where I was. Wordlessly she shrugged her cloak off, and held it out. I just stared at her, one brow arched.
“Stop freaking out and trust me, okay?” She whispered, and shoved it at me again.
“You’re annoying,” I hissed, but I took it and slid it over my shoulders anyway. It was much too big on me, and the material hung just low enough that it would conceal my sword.
“Keep that fastened,” she whispered, leaning in close so I could hear. Before I could begin to process the feeling of her warm breath on my neck she was standing, pulling me with her.
    “You can let go,” I hissed. I started to tug my hand free, but she tightened her grip, shooting me a look of warning. Then she stepped into the wall’s line of sight and waved.
The guard closest to us squinted a moment, then greeted Sere by name. A grin split across first his face, then the others.
The second guard’s gaze drifted to me. “Oh, now I see,” he purred, giving Sere and the first guard a conspiratorial look. The first guard coughed as my brows furrowed.
Sere squeezed my hand, then said, “hush now, not in front of my girl,” in a heavier version of that husky voice I was just coming to appreciate.
Surprised washed over me. And gods, I was sure my cheeks had turned scarlet again. I gritted my teeth, ready to tell them all to go fuck themselves when a voice in my head reminded me, “play along Theia. Trust me.”
So I snapped my mouth shut and schooled my features. I leaned into Sere’s side coyly, which I probably enjoyed more than I should have, and replied, “your girl is happy to hear him finish his thought.” I glanced between the guards again, recognition passing through me. I did know these guys, but just barely.
The second guard laughed. My skin prickled. Oh, ew, these guys were gross.
“I have a spot I'd like to show her, just outside the gate. We’ll be back in a bit,” Sere said.
I waited for them to say no, hell no, we were in lockdown– but to my surprise the first guard nodded. “A spot huh?” He snickered, waving us through. “I expect more details tomorrow, Terrahaven.”
I fought the gag, grateful for the shapeless blob Sere’s cloak turned me into. She said something to the second guard and he laughed again, moving aside as we passed under the arch. Someone called out from the top of the wall, and Sere waved.
“Interesting friends,” I grumbled as we started down the dirt road.
Sere made a noise. “It pays to be nice sometimes, you know.”
We were nearly out of the guard’s line of sight, so I pulled away from her. Immediately, my body felt cold, and I had to blink back my surprise at the longing that tugged inside me. Would it have been so bad if we walked together, hand in hand? For some reason, the idea made me prickle with nervousness.
“I am nice,” I grumbled, practically a beat late. “And what’s with the cloak?”
She shrugged a shoulder. “I know a few of them from Fort Ember. They’re used to seeing me armed. But it’ll raise suspicions if we’re both armed to the teeth, don’t you think?”
I eyed the sword at her waist. Unlike me, she didn’t appear to have any daggers, just the sword. In that regard, she did look a bit less conspicuous. Whatever.
“I am nice,” I repeated after a beat.
“Mhm.” 
“And you’re rude.”
She shrugged. “At least I know how to talk to people.”
“Hey!” I gave her a shove. “I know how to talk to people. Those guys are just annoying.”
“They work 10 hour shifts guarding the place. Annoying or not,” she reminded me, “they’re important.”
I rolled my eyes. “Doesn’t give them an excuse to undress us with their eyes.”
She snorted. “Just you. I’m not their type.”
I gave her an incredulous look. “As my mate, aren’t you supposed to defend my honor?”
She shook her head in amusement. “Do you want me to?”
No. I didn’t, and she knew it. “You’re annoying.”
“Rude, annoying. Not very nice things to say,” she pointed out.
“Then don’t be rude and annoying.”
At some point, and I wasn’t quite sure when, my lips had curled up into a smile. I glanced at her, warmth spreading through me when I realized she was smiling too.
Her golden eyes twinkled down at me as we walked, and I stared, enraptured.
I was… glad she’d come.
“I’ll tell you what, siren. You be nice to me, and I’ll disembowel anyone who looks at you wrong. Deal?”
I laughed.
An honest, unadulterated laugh.
Her eyes crinkled as her smile deepened. The back of her hand brushed mine, warm and playful.
“As tempting as that is, I can handle myself,” I told her. Our hands brushed again. “No disembowelment needed.”
“I do love a girl who can handle herself,” she conceded with a wink. “So I guess I’ll get over it.”
“See? I am nice.”
She laughed, and this time, when our hands brushed, she let her pinky loop through mine. I waited for my body to lock up– for nerves or even frustration to take over, but to my surprise, I felt lighter. Warm.
“So where now?”
We were continuing down the dirt road, past the long stretch of farms. The sky was clearing up, the moon bright above us. I gestured vaguely to a farm approaching on the right. From where we were, the twin joshua trees at the front of the home were just becoming visible.
“There’s someone in town I’d like to find. But first— Clea’s family lives here,” I told her.
Sere glanced down at me, but said nothing. Ever so slightly, her pinky squeezed mine.
We were quiet as we approached. The dirt path in front of the home was uneven, and there were limp plants on either side of us— withering under the dry air. It had not rained in a long while.
I knocked sharply on the front door. It was dark, and Gods knew how late. But after a short moment a woman opened the door, her face much like Clea’s, wrinkled by sun and time. She held a candle, and her fingers trembled, as if I had woken her from a nightmare.
“Ms. Alwyn?”
Her eyes flashed wildly from Sere to me. She glanced down at Sere’s sword warily, and for the second time, I was grateful for the shapeless figure Sere’s cloak gave me.
“We don’t have money,” Clea’s mother said rapidly, distrust heavy in her tone. “Please go.”
There was a sound behind her and then a man appeared, face tired and pinched with tension. He held a dagger, though it looked old and unfamiliar in his palm. “You better do as she says,” the man grunted.
“I told Clea I'd come,” I said quickly, hoping to assuage their fears. “Are you the Alwyns?”
Their eyes widened. The man, Clea’s father I assumed, grasped his wife’s arm. When he spoke, his voice shook. “She’s alive?”
I nodded. “There was an attack at the tavern—”
“We know,” Ms. Alwyn said. “They found my nephew’s body. We were told Clea had likely perished too.”
I shook my head. “Clea was badly hurt, but she’s alive. She’s recovering in Arderiah. Our healers have been working on her.”
A soft sound escaped Clea’s mom. She leaned into her husband, who gripped her tightly.
“She’s alive,” he whispered.
“She’s not able to come home just yet; she’s still recovering. I told her I’d check in on you guys. She’s been so worried–”
Clea’s father shook his head vehemently. “Tell her to stay away. It’s not safe here.”
“The local guards and watchmen were slaughtered in the attack. Anyone of fighting age— they’ve been taken or killed,” Ms. Alwyn added. “Please– they’ll take her if she comes back. She needs to stay away.”
I exchanged a glance with Sere. We had suspected this would. But hearing Clea’s mother say it?
“The rebels—” Sere began. “They’re still here? In town?”
Clea’s parents looked fearful. “We don’t know,” Mr. Alwyn admitted. “We haven’t left our home since the attacks started.”
“You’re salvyre,” Ms. Alwyn said, finally noticing our leathers. “Please— do you know what’s going on? We need help.”
They looked so scared, so hurt and exhausted— it was shattering. I felt a renewed sense of anger at Fray and the rebels. At Elys. At High Command. Why wasn’t anyone protecting these people? Was that not what salvyre were for? Was it not the only thing that mattered?
Sere stepped forward, and took Ms. Alwyn’s hand. There was a surprising gentleness in her eyes, and a sureness in the set of her shoulders. “Stay home, and stay hidden,” she told her. “I won’t lie to you. Things are bad right now. The rebels are powerful, and have taken some of our own as well. Arderiah is in lockdown. We’re not supposed to be here, but we came because Clea is your daughter, and you deserve to know she’s alive.”
Ms. Alwyn’s eyes watered. She grasped her husband tighter, and struggled to speak. I watched Sere with awe. Where the words seemed to fail me, they came to her with ease. And even though she spoke truths that were scary and did not offer any consolation, the Alwyns listened to her attentively and with respect.
“Did you notice anyone out of the ordinary after that night? Or leading up to it?” Sere asked after a beat. “Anything you can think of might help.”
Mr. Alwyn’s jaw worked, and he glanced at his wife. She squeezed his hand. “I know most of the merchants who come into town because of my crops and animals. There’s regulars I trade with, you know?” He paused to rub at his chin. “There were some new faces. They hung around the bakery for a day or so after the fire and then left.” He frowned. “There were only three of them, I think. I couldn’t imagine them being able to do the sort of damage we saw.”
“Thank you.” Sere nodded. “In any case, it’s good to know.” She glanced at me as she spoke, and I nodded.
Clea’s mom blinked suddenly, eyes watery. “Would you ladies like some tea?”
I took a steadying breath and shook my head. “No, thank you, Ms. Alwyn. Sorry to disturb you so late. It was the only time we could come.”
The Alwyns looked at each other. Mr. Alwyn reached out and grabbed my hand as I started to step backwards. “If anything changes,” he swallowed. “Please find us again. Our nephew is gone. Our baby was selected. We cannot lose Clea too.”
Inexplicably, emotion clogged my throat. What could I say to that? That to have a child selected was an honor? That they should be proud? It didn’t change the fact that they were alone. I thought of my salvyre. Of Sere’s. Any reassurances or promises died on my tongue.
“We will,” Sere promised. “Stay home, and stay hidden. We’ll keep your daughter safe.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-Seven
 
As we walked back to the main road, we discussed what would happen next.
“That was my next stop,” I told her. “Zak— the bartender at Oren’s tavern, mentioned the bakery’s owner had a sister who’d gone missing. I wanted to go find out what happened.”
Sere nodded. “If the rebels were seen hanging around the bakery, I’d bet Fray had been using it as a rendezvous spot. The baker… well, if I know Fray as well as I think I do, he roped the baker into it. Maybe he used the sister as leverage.”
I’d been ready to go to the bakery right then. To squeeze every bit of truth I could from the man.
But Sere stopped me. “We shouldn’t go at this blind. If we go tomorrow night, we can plan out how we want to approach him. Come up with a strategy.”
Reluctantly, I conceded.
As we trekked home, the clouds finally cleared away. The moon hung heavy, and I was uneasy at the budding of magic that tingled inside me. My body hummed. Almost like it was itching for a fight.
    “The moon,” I said, gesturing. “Do you feel it stir your energy?”
    Sere stopped walking and glanced up at the sky, something like wonder on her face. “Huh. People with fire magic draw strength from the sun. When I met you– I started feeling something like that at night. It’s not always there. I didn’t think too much about it.”
    “Our magic is strengthened by the moon. You’ll feel it more on full moons like tonight.”
    She continued staring up at the sky. I could almost see the cogs in her head turning. I suddenly wished I could hear what she was thinking– glimpse into her mind the way she seemed to have earlier with me. I knew if she turned she’d catch me staring, but I couldn’t bring myself to look away. The way the glow of the moon cast shadows under her cheekbones, smoothed light across her forehead and down the line of her nose… she was stunning. Captivating. I couldn’t see her eyes, but I knew the gold in them would be warm– thoughtful.
“For fire magic,” she explained, oblivious to my enrapture, “it depends on the season. Come the Summer Solstice, you’ll feel the energy most. This time of year, not so much.”
    We’d stopped walking just beyond the view of Clea’s home, and the road was largely residential. When it was dark and quiet like this, it was easy to pretend that the homes around us were full of sleeping people, safe and undisturbed by the rebellion.
    “The moon,” Sere continued before I could reply. Her brows furrowed and she turned to me. “That’s why he came to you at night, isn’t it?”
She meant Kian. I felt myself start to lock up, start to raise my mental walls. But something in Sere’s expression gave me pause. There was no judgment, no pity. Only empathy and understanding.
I nodded curtly, then looked away, needing to change the topic. “I hadn’t realized until tonight how much faster you’re getting everything. With the bond, I mean. The water magic. The dreamwalking. The mindspeaking. It’s… harder for me. You’re impressive, Sere.”
    Her fingers were warm and gentle as they turned me back to her.
    “Have you considered why that might be?” She asked gently.
    My cheeks warmed. “No,” I mumbled. “I suppose you have?”
    She shrugged. “I’ve given it some thought.”
    “Tell me then, mind reader.”
    She grinned, shaking her head. “I can’t read your thoughts. Not yet, anyway.” She paused, the smile fading. “I know this bond wasn’t something you wanted. Or expected. Especially the way it happened. I can tell you and Clea,” she gestured back to the house, “had something special. And I get it. I don’t blame you if you have feelings for her. But I think until you come to terms with it– until you accept it– it’s going to be harder to tap into.”
    My mind went blank. I stared at her for a moment, stupefied. Had I been resisting the bond? It hadn’t been on purpose. There was just always something going on. Always something to worry about.
And– did Sere think I wasn’t attracted to her? Was I really that closed off? That difficult? I supposed our history was far from simple. And Clea… I cared about her, sure, but not like that. Not anymore. Not when every molecule of my being lit up when Sere walked into a room.
    When I said nothing, she continued. “I told you– I don’t expect anything from you. Just for you to stand by my side. Be someone I can trust to watch my back. The rest? You should get to choose for yourself.” Her hand fell away from my cheek. “We’re both going through so much, and we still hardly know each other, and gods know I can be difficult—”
    It was the loss of her touch that broke me out of my reverie. I stepped closer to her, raising a finger up to her lips. She froze, honey eyes widening.
    “I don’t handle change well,” I admitted. I searched for words. Gods, I wished I was as articulate as Atlas or Selene. Vas, even. They always knew what to say. I furrowed my brows. “You’re right in that this was not something I expected,” I said slowly. “You’re right that we’re both going through so much. And maybe we’re both a little difficult sometimes. I think… I think it’s hard for me because accepting the bond means accepting everything else that’s happened, too.”
    Sere reached up and closed her hand around my finger, pulling it gently away from her lips. She stared at me with nothing but empathy. Just like she had with Clea’s parents.
“I wish things were different.” Her hand tightened around mine. “Maybe I’d have been First Commander of Fort Ember by the time you graduated. I could’ve met you the right way. Done this the right way.”
    I stared back at her, caught in a myriad of emotions I didn’t understand. I had never been involved with someone beyond the physical. Clea was certainly someone who– perhaps in another life– I might’ve tried with. But not in this one. She could never understand my duty to my salvyre– to my court and my people. She could never understand what I’d been through. What I needed. What I was capable of. All of the good and bad and everything in between.
But Sere could. She was probably the only person in the world who could.
Her face was warm. Tender. I remembered the coolness of it the first time I’d seen her in the rebel encampment. I had assumed she was just as bad as the rest of them. But despite everything Matteus Fray had held over her head– she’d helped me when she could. In ways I was just starting to understand. She’d been so strong.
And unlike me, she had lost her salvyre not once, but twice.
My body hummed, as it always seemed to when Sere touched me. But instead of fighting it, I let it warm me.
And then her eyes drifted back to my lips.
Words escaped me again. She said something, but it hung just out of reach as the moonlight wrapped its energy around us like thick, pulsing wool blankets. All that mattered was her— so close, so very close.
She released my hand, reaching up to trace a finger down the side of my face. Her touch was gentle and soft, but it left a line of fire in its wake. Honey eyes held my own in a vice so strong I doubted I could’ve broken away even if I wanted to.
I didn’t want to.
“Sere,” I whispered, my voice thick with want. She was close enough that all I'd have to do was take a step forward and rise up on my toes to close the distance.
Her hand traced another line down my jaw before sliding up and sinking into my hair. Her fingers tugged, and then my perfect bun tumbled in loose curls down my back.
“Mhm?” The sound was a husky rumble in her throat. I felt it echo deep inside me.
Part of me was scared to kiss her. Was fearful of what it meant— how it could change things.
But the other part of me? That part was undone by this woman — by her tender eyes. By her shoulders, wide and strong and willing, despite all she carried. By her confidence— her compassion.
The need she stirred outweighed any semblance of sense I had left.
“Kiss me.”
She blinked in surprise, and for a moment I wondered if I had somehow misjudged the situation— misread the desire in her face.
But then her eyes darkened and her hand in my hair tightened.
“I thought you’d never ask, siren.”
And every wall between us crumbled.
She closed the distance in one fluid movement, pressing her hot mouth to mine with such ferocity that our teeth clashed together. Unyielding. Powerful.
It was messy and angry and passionate. Lightning coursed through me everywhere we touched. It consumed me. The touch of her lips was enough to set me alight. I burned.
My hands steadied themselves at her waist, just above where her belt met the hilt of her sword. There was raw power to her– energy that hummed so intensely that I thought I might combust. She was the storm and I was the sea– warring together with perfect violence.
Gods, why had I resisted this for so long?
Her free hand traveled down the length of my arm, sneaking just inside the cloak so she could feel the heat of my skin through my leathers. When her fingers curled around my elbow, pulling me even tighter against her body, I shivered. She was all hard muscle and fire. It burned and I wanted more.
Far too soon, she pulled away, and lidded orbs of molton honey locked onto me. My breath caught at the heat I saw there.
“Are you cold?” She whispered.
“Huh?” I sucked in a breath of cool air, but it did little to clear the fog that had formed in my head. The smell of earthy sandalwood and smoke had lodged itself in my nostrils and I was drunk on it.
Another shiver wracked through me and she started to move away, but I tightened my grip on the belt at her waist.
“You seem cold,” she said. “And It’s late. Let me take you back.”
I was shocked at her composure. Did she not feel the same energy bubbling up inside her, threatening to spill over at any moment? Was she not as affected? I searched her expression for any hint of the disarray I felt.
She smirked. “Theia?”
“If I’m cold, then warm me up,” I dared.
Something mischievous twinkled in her eyes. I felt pleased— as if I passed some sort of test I hadn’t realized I was taking. Then she dipped her head, letting her lips brush against the shell of my ear.
“Is that what you want, siren?” Sere rasped. The hand in my hair tugged gently, pulling my head back and revealing the expanse of my throat. She gently pressed her lips against the spot where my pulse thrummed the hardest. “For me to take you right here? Right now?”
A soft, strangled sound escaped my lips. Never had a woman been so forward with me before. So domineering. It has always been me.
The shift in roles was heady. “Sere,” I groaned through clenched teeth as she nibbled the skin beneath my ear.
“Use your words, siren. What do you want?”
What did I want? Part of me flushed at that, then flushed darker at the idea of voicing it aloud. I felt her fingers adjust their grip on my hair, curling around it like it was a rope. Her other hand reached up, her thumb swiping across my collarbone.
“Kiss me,” I told her, sounding much breathier than I had the first time.
She hummed her approval before nipping down again at my neck, softening her bite by sucking the tender flesh between her lips.
“Sere,” I protested as she trailed her lips down further.
“You wanted me to kiss you,” she pointed out. I could feel her grin.
“Not there,” I hissed.
“Patience.” She gave one final nip to my neck, then lifted her head, eyes alight. My hair was still in her tight grip, still pulled taut.
“I swear to the gods if you don’t—”
“Gods, you’re beautiful.” She cut me off, crashing her lips against mine. And the second kiss was no less intense than the first time. I wobbled at the force of it, and her free arm wrapped around my waist, steadying me and effectively trapping my hands between us.
Heat coursed through my veins. It throbbed inside me and pounded in my ears. My palms rested flat against the strong planes of her stomach, pressing into her as she pulled me tighter.
Her tongue parted the seam of my lips, and unable to stop myself, I freed a hand and cupped the side of her face, pulling her impossibly closer. I was burning with need, meeting every challenge halfway. Our mouths became a war of tongues, halting only when she dipped her chin, and sucked my lower lip between her teeth.
And then something– not Sere, not our weapons or clothes or the dry bushes that scattered the road– brushed against my legs.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-Eight
 
I don’t know if Sere felt it too, or simply noticed I’d frozen, but immediately she pulled back, my lower lip popping free of her teeth. I started for my sword, but her hand covered mine before I could draw it from its sheath.
And then, as I peered down at the dark shadow that had wiggled its way between our feet, glowing green eyes met mine and the thing purred.
“What the–” I began, just as Sere exclaimed:
“Smokey!”
I looked wildly back at her, wondering if we were both staring at the same thing. Was this woman insane?
She released me and crouched, scratching the thing behind its ears. My lips parted as the cat purred again and rubbed its head into her hand. And Sere– the woman who had only seconds ago been kissing the life out of me, cooed back at it.
“Smokey?” I repeated, still standing, unsure what to do. My cheeks were flushed, my lips still tingling. And she was petting a cat.
“I can’t believe it. I found this little guy with my salvyre outside Arderiah years ago. We obviously couldn’t keep him, but we brought him food until we graduated,” she explained. Then, turning to the cat, she murmured, “I guess you found someone else to bring you snacks, huh?”
When I continued to stand there, dumbfounded, she glanced up at me. For a moment, I was so stunned by the authenticity in her face, the joy, that I could only stare.
“He’s friendly,” she told me in amusement.
I blinked. My brain was still trying to catch up. But then she cocked a brow and gestured to the cat, waiting. So, still in shock, I sank to my knees beside her. “How do you know it’s the same cat?”
Sere gave me a funny look. “I’d recognize this baby anywhere. It’s Smokey. Come on, he’s a sweetheart, I promise.”
The furry thing’s attention was entirely on Sere, purring away as she rubbed her fingers into his head and neck.
“I’ve never pet a cat before,” I told her quietly, feeling my cheeks stain in embarrassment. I’d worked with hunting dogs before. Pet plenty of those. But cats were wild in the Red Court. You didn’t just pet them. Right? I felt my nose wrinkle. Who knew what kinds of diseases they had? What if it bit me?
Sere grinned at me again, then held her hand out. It was a dare. Was I too afraid? Certainly not, damnit. Cautiously I placed my hand in hers. Then, with the taste of Sere still in my mouth, I let her place my hand on Smokey.
“Oh,” I whispered in surprise as it leaned into my touch. The furry thing purred loudly as I scratched behind its ears, just as I’d seen Sere do.
“Isn’t he cute?” She asked.
My lips parted. It was hard to wrap my head around the fact that this was the same woman who had just been holding me tight, whispering dirty things in my ear.
But gods, the look on her face? A smile, unbidden, tugged at my lips. “He is cute,” I acquiesced.
“I can’t believe he’s still alive,” Sere marveled. “Ariadne would be losing their mind right now.”
I could practically see Sere’s mind start to wander. Her attention was focused on Smokey, but something flitted across her expression. Something sad and scared and vulnerable. I knew those feelings intimately– the longing for my salvyre, to simply see Atlas and smile and share a laugh over something as trivial as a cat in the desert. Seeing her bear the weight of those emotions tugged at my chest. She’d looked so happy petting Smokey. I hated that the world had the power to take that joy away.
“You and Ariadne were close?”
She nodded, sitting back on her heels as she stroked Smokey’s side. His tail curled around her wrist in approval.
Fine. The damn cat was really cute.
“I’ve always been closest with Atlas,” I told her. I wasn’t sure if steering the conversation this way would help, but I wanted to try. “They’re always the one I go to first when I want advice. They know me better than I know myself, I think.”
Smokey looked up at me as I spoke, blinking those big green eyes.
When Sere replied, her voice was low. “Ariadne was that for me,” she said. “They made me better.”
I looked at her in surprise. The idea of Sere needing to be made better… It seemed wrong. Impossible.
“When I was taken, I was able to hold on because I knew that my salvyre, at the very least, had survived that night. I missed them so much, but they were alive. They were safe. They were away from him.” She stopped, and when she looked up at me, I knew where her thoughts had gone. She didn’t need to finish.
“We’re going to find them,” I reminded her. “They’re not gone.”
“I dream about all the things he could be doing to them. Every night,” she confessed. She sucked in a sharp breath, then took my hand in hers. Her eyes stayed locked on them as our fingers curled together. 
“We will find them,” I murmured. “I know we will.”
Smokey mewed then, apparently not appreciating the lack of pets. I glared at his cute little face. “You’re a needy little guy, aren’t you?”
“Hey, be nice to him,” Sere chastised. “He’s got it tough, too.”
His big green eyes blinked up at me again, as if to say, ‘it’s true, I do.’
I cocked my head to the side, just piecing together something she’d said earlier. I grinned. “Wait a minute. Back at the gate— you told the guards about a spot you wanted to show me?”
Her cheeks pinked. And there it was– the warmth in her eyes returned.
“Oh my gods.” It was my turn to smirk. “You were talking about the brush! I bet you used to bring girls back there, didn’t you? Naughty.”
The brush was the salvyre’s best and worst kept secret. It was a spot about half a mile from the North gate, where the Joshua trees clustered and the earth dipped, creating a hidden divot where a small group could gather without being seen. It was rumored to have been made decades ago by a salvyre with an affinity for earth, looking for a spot to smoke Traproot and have sex.
She pursed her lips. “I did not.”
“There it is! You purse your lips when you lie.” I giggled.
Sere’s cheeks turned even darker. She gave Smokey a final pat, then rose to her feet. “We should head back. It’s getting late, and we want to get to the gates before the guards have their shift change.”
Smokey mewed in disapproval, and I grinned at him conspiratorially. “She’s just embarrassed,” I told him. “Don’t take it personally.” He blinked at me, then curled his tail around my arm.
Her arms folded across her chest. The black sweater hid the fine lines of her muscular body, which I realized I didn’t even get to touch during our kiss. Damn. Disappointment washed through me. For half a second I had a briefest mental image of her sinking to her knees— crawling over me until my back was pressed against the dry dirt.
“Theia,” she said.
“Hmm?”
Her lips twitched, despite the frown she was trying to settle onto her lips. “Forget it.” She held her hand out.
I gave Smokey a final pat. “You be good, okay? I'll make sure this one leaves snacks for you.” He stretched lazily as I spoke, then settled back onto his haunches. With a final flick of his tail, he scurried off, as if he had somewhere very important to be.
Still smiling, I took Sere’s hand. As I pushed to my feet, she tugged hard, causing me to stumble into her chest. I caught her bicep with my free hand.
“Hey!”
She grinned, then leaned in close until her mouth was at my ear. When her breath fanned across my skin, I stiffened, fingers tightening around her arm. I bit my lip when I felt the muscles there flex.
“Remember how I said I couldn’t read your mind yet? I take it back. Your thoughts were pretty loud for a moment there, siren.”
Well, fuck. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Her lips curled triumphantly. “Liar.” She said into the bond.
“How did you—” I caught myself. “That’s so invasive.” I grumbled, then turned and started back the way we came. A small sliver of me mourned the loss of contact. Those arms… gods.
“You’re such a sore loser, aren’t you?”
I stopped walking, spinning to face her. “I am not.”
She gave me a knowing smirk.
I narrowed my eyes, determined to prove her wrong. With a sharp breath, I turned my focus inwards, just as Hasaan and Dyleth had instructed us. The images and thoughts flashing through my brain took a moment to settle. But with another inhale through my nose, just as my mind's landscape started to resemble a night sky with stars– I felt it. Smelled it. Sandalwood and smoke— a small shimmering silver cord in the distance. I reached for it, and just as my fingers slipped through it, Sere shivered in front of me.
I grinned. “Suck it,” I told her through the bond.
She threw her head back and laughed.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thirty-Nine
 
I had planned to only sleep in a few extra minutes, but next thing I knew the bells were tolling eight, and I was late. A swear tore through my lips as I sat up, throwing back my quilt and pulling off the night shirt I was wearing.
I dressed in a frenzy, shoving my feet into my pants and socks haphazardly. My sword belt and knives were messily sheathed and tossed into the bin at the base of my bed. I grabbed them, hastily attaching them to my leathers.
As I emerged from my room minutes later, tightening the straps along my forearms, I spotted Sere sitting at the table in the common area and froze.
She looked nothing short of impeccable, something I was slowly realizing she always presented as. Her leathers were smooth and unwrinkled. She sat comfortably in her chair, leaning back with a cup of coffee in hand.
I could only imagine how I looked in that moment, frazzled and unprepared. Clearing my throat, I smoothed back the strands of hair that were attempting to pull loose from my braid.
“Morning,” Sere said, taking in my disheveled state. Her lips twitched.
“Hi,” I grumbled. I looked at the table before her, where a second cup of coffee and two muffins sat on a tray. Surprise washed over me. “How long have you been up?”
She shrugged, picking at the muffin closer to her. It was half eaten. “An hour maybe? Figured I’d be useful,” she said, gesturing to the chair beside her. “Sit. I got you a muffin. You still have some time before we have to leave.”
My cheeks pinked. “Oh Thanks. Uh, give me a minute to use the restroom.” I quickly ducked into the bathroom and splashed my face, then brushed my teeth. My eyes were slightly bloodshot from staying up all night, but all things considered– I’d looked worse.
“You’re not tired?” I asked as I reemerged. I shuffled into the seat and went for the coffee first.
She shrugged. “A bit.” She didn’t try to deny it– there were shadows under her eyes as proof.
She’d mentioned nightmares the night before. I considered asking about them, inviting her to open up. It’s what Atlas would’ve done for me, I was sure. Would it help her? I resolved to try later, when we didn’t have Dyleth and Hasaan waiting.
I took a sip of my coffee and hummed in approval. “Ugh. This is perfect. Thank you.”
“Anytime, siren,” she murmured, voice soft. And for a moment, the two of us ate in silence. It was comfortable.
“You know what bothers me?” She asked as I started to clean up.
“What?”
She placed her coffee cup down on the table, then ran a hand down her face. “How did I never… How did I never notice you? How did we never notice each other?”
Her brows furrowed, and her slight scar glinted in the morning sunlight.
The memory of how she’d gotten that scar flashed through my mind and suddenly, all I wanted to do was press my lips against that spot. Chase away the darkness that Matteus Fray left her with.
Insecurity pulled at me. I was also full of darkness now. Was there any light to give her?
“We were too young. Or I was, anyway. The bond can only awaken when we both fully come into maturity, when our magic is fully developed. But it wouldn’t have made a difference,” I said, sitting back down beside her. “We were worlds apart. When you were in your final year… I was only what? 19?” I shook my head. “You would have graduated and left. I would’ve had years ahead of me.”
“I know,” she agreed. “But doesn’t it still strike you as odd? We never really noticed each other. You’d think that even without the bond awakening, we’d have felt a pull to each other, right?”
I flushed and looked away.
“What?”
“Nothing. Yeah. It’s weird,” I muttered.
Warm fingers gently prodded my jaw until I looked back at her. “What?”
I shook my head, trying to banish the memories of Atlas and I obsessing over Ariadne from my mind. Our crush on them had been short-lived, but had still been the center of many of our fantasies when we were younger.
A laugh burst from Sere, and I pushed away from her. “Get out of my head, Seraphine!” I hissed.
But she continued to laugh, hard enough that she snorted. I whirled back to her with wide eyes.
“It’s not funny!”
“Oh my Gods, yes it is. You had the hots for Ariadne,” she snickered. “Your mate was right in front of you, and you were busy checking out her salvyre.”
“At least I knew you existed,” I said pointedly. “You wouldn’t have even given me the time of day back then!” But she was still laughing, and the light in her eyes was enough to cause my lips to twitch into a smile.
“I knew you existed, siren. Didn’t really know much about you, but I knew,” she disagreed with a shake of her head. “In any case, I can’t wait to tell Ariadne about this.” She wagged her brows.
“Absolutely not,” I hissed. “Sere!”
“Gods, and I told you about the time I kissed them!” Her eyes twinkled. “Tell me, siren, were you jealous?”
“My crush was years ago, Sere! Years!”
“So if they were here right now, you wouldn’t still check them out? They are quite handsome.” Her smirk grew. “We can compare our arms for you, if you’d like. Don’t think I haven’t seen you checking mine out.”
“Oh my Gods.” My face was on fire.
“I don’t usually like to share, but I suppose I could make an exception for my–”
Pushing to my feet, I leaned across the table and grabbed her by the front of her shirt, crushing our mouths together. Effectively cutting her off.
Her lips parted in surprise. I took the opportunity to deepen the kiss, running my tongue first along her lower lip, then against hers. She tasted like coffee and something else. Something sweet.
A hand curled around the base of my neck, holding me close, her grip warm and firm. The possessiveness caused me to shudder. When we broke away, I was breathless.
She started to speak, but I held a finger up to her lips.
“Seraphine Terrahaven, after today, I want to hear nothing more about sharing. Is that understood?”
Her eyes flashed, and she playfully nipped at my finger. “Yes ma’am,” she said through the bond.
 
Walking into Hasaan’s study, I kept my head up, hoping that they would have us do something fun. Or different, at least. I prayed to the Gods they wouldn’t have us sitting and meditating all morning again. I absolutely would lose my mind.
    So naturally, Hasaan spoke for a while about the importance of mindfulness, and after that, Dyleth led us through meditating.
For three more hours.
I could’ve sworn my mentor was smirking too. As if she knew exactly how much I was suffering.
It was only by the graces of the gods, and perhaps the mindspeaking with Sere, that I didn’t fall asleep.
    Later, as we made our way from the sage’s hall, I felt a level of exhaustion I hadn’t felt in a long time settle over me. I managed to fight down a yawn, but when Sere yawned beside me, I quickly followed suit.
We looked at each other at the same time, and Sere chuckled. I smiled.
“Seraphine. Theia,” someone called sharply.
It was Elys. And even all the way across the courtyard, her rage was clear.
“She’s pissed,” Sere spoke into our bond.
A stranger might not notice the fury at first, as Elys masked her expression well. But I could see it in the pinch of her lips, the slight pull of her brows. The intensity of her eyes.
“Definitely pissed,” I agreed.
Begrudgingly we hustled over to her, where finally, she crossed her arms across her chest.
“Commander,” Sere greeted with a slight nod of her head.
Elys’ pale eyes swept us up and down, missing nothing. She cocked a brow. “Was there a particular reason you both were seen sneaking out of the gates last night? Or was it really just for a quickie?” She snapped.
I felt my body go rigid as heat stained my cheeks.
“Commander—”
“You can stop there, Seraphine. Kissing my ass won’t do you any good.”
Sere’s eyes widened.
“Been a minute since Elys handed your ass to you, huh?” I said just to her. Elys’ eyes narrowed, as if she knew exactly what I was up to.
“Elys—”
“Where did you go, Theia?” Elys pressed, real anger in her tone. “You know we just decided to close the gates, and you risk it for what? Tell me you both don’t have some grandiose rescue plan.”
I sucked in a sharp breath, but she continued before I could say anything.
“A good salvyre— hell, a good captain, puts their people first,” she snapped. “I thought I raised the two of you better than this.”
“Ma’am—”
“What?” Elys hissed.
To Sere’s credit, she didn’t even flinch. Her cheeks were slightly pink, but she’d slipped back into lieutenant mode, all business. “Ma’am, I was just taking Theia to the brush.”
My jaw practically hit the ground. She didn’t. “Sere!” I exclaimed.
Elys had pursed her lips, eyes still blazing.
“It’s the bond,” Sere continued when Elys didn’t reply. I could’ve killed her. "There's all this... energy between us."
Elys’ eyes focused on me again, scrutinizing my quickly reddening face. Finally, she grunted and pointed at the senior apartments. “Back to your rooms until Mako can come by to clear you both again. Arderiah is on lockdown. I expect more from both of you. You’re setting an example.”
“Yes ma’am,” Sere said at the same time I mumbled, “Sorry Elys.”
“Go. And if you ladies dare such a move again, I will tell the guards on the wall to shoot on sight.”
“Yes ma’am,” Sere repeated.
“Fucking children,” she grumbled. She gave us a final warning look, then stalked off.
I waited until Elys was out of earshot before glaring at Sere.
“What?” She had the nerve to look genuinely surprised by my embarrassment. “What was I supposed to say?” She said into the bond, lips twitching.
“Literally anything else!” I hissed as I turned on my heel and stalked towards the apartments, clenching and unclenching my teeth.
She caught up quickly, her lips split into a full on grin. “Come on, are you really mad?”
I spun to face her, and she came to a less than graceful halt. Her arm brushed mine.
Was I really mad? Kind of. Mostly embarrassed. And Sere’s amusement was kind of cute, if I was being honest. Why did I care what Elys assumed? It’s not like she hasn’t caught me getting into my fair share of mischief over the years. Plus, it was better that she thought we were getting frisky in the brush instead of the truth– that we were looking for information on Matteus Fray.
Realization dawned on me. I cared because Elys knowing about the kiss was another step in solidifying this weird relationship we were building. Our kiss was proof that I actually had feelings for the woman beside me.
I wanted Sere. I wanted people to know she was mine and no one else’s. I wanted to fight by her side. Be stationed by her side. To see her salvyre and mine work together. Ariadne and Jasper and Atlas and Vas— all in one place? Gods, it made my heart ache with longing.
Did I really care if the world knew that?
“What?” Sere asked, pressing her lips together to hide her amusement.
The hard lines of her face were softened by the sunlight and the crinkling of her eyes. Her sharp brows— that slight scar– all looked so safe and familiar as she fought her smile. She was perfection. A captain of her own right— lieutenant of Fort Ember. A powerful salvyre with affinities for fire and water. My mate.
My heart stuttered. My mate. I’d never want another, and neither would she.
With an easy flick of my wrist I pulled water from the ground and twisted it up and around her ankles. Eyes still locked on hers, I watched the slight widening of her brows– the flash of competition in her expression.
“That’s for telling Elys you took me to the brush.”
And I froze her to the ground.
The look she gave me was like fire. Not anger, but something else— something heated and alive. Something that recognized my show of power and took it as a challenge. Her fingers twitched, but before she could summon her flames I whipped fresh water through the air and curled it around her hands, freezing her hands in icy fists.
    “I’ll see you back at the apartments,” I quipped with a dry smirk.
    She shifted, struggling momentarily to find her balance. The look she gave me this time promised retribution. She grinned though, and waved an icy hand goodbye.
 
It didn’t take her long to free herself from my trap. She barged into the apartment only minutes after I had settled into the couch, causing me to jump up in surprise. I took one look at the molton honey boiling in her eyes, and summoned two snakes of water, coiling them up and down my arms.
She barked a laugh, and immediately, the water sizzled away, evaporating into the air.
“How–” I started, but then the world went up in flames. Twin walls of fire wrapped around us, leaving only a narrow corridor of space between me and her.
I took a step back, trying to manipulate the flames, but I could feel her pushing against me. And my inexperienced ass couldn’t yet handle the fire magic like she did. The blaze continued to burn around us as she, grinning at my struggle, sauntered forward.
“Sere…” I warned, glancing behind me. There was nowhere left to go.
That seemed to please her. Her grin was catlike, and I had a sudden mental picture of a lioness approaching its prey. She stopped inches away, tilting her head down and watching my face smugly.
“Mmm, my siren is trapped,” she purred. “Staring up at me with those big doe eyes.”
Oh. Her pet names. When had they become so… sensual? When she talked to me like that, my entire body seemed to burn.
“You like it, don’t you?” She continued huskily. She reached a hand up and cupped it around the back of my neck. She didn’t pull me closer or push me away. She held me there, as if that power and control was all she wanted. “Tell me, siren.”
My tongue darted out to wet my dry lips, and her eyes followed the movement. “Like what?” I asked, suddenly lost.
The hand around the back of my neck tightened, pulling me fractionally closer.
“How easily I can take you,” she whispered, her breath fanning across my face.
“I’m not weak.” My eyes narrowed. “You can’t take me.”
“You’re not. But I certainly can,” she grinned, teeth flashing in the firelight.
The words ‘prove it’ sat on the tip of my tongue, ready to challenge her. But she would be expecting that, wouldn’t she?
    So I focused. I calmed my body the way Hasaan had showed me, staring intently at the blaze. I tapped into its energy, far more frenetic than the energy of water, and commanded my will. Twin cords burst from the walls of fire and coiled up and down my arms. I clenched my fists, and the rest of it went out. It was only me, arms outstretched and slightly trembling, that remained ablaze.
    “Amazing,” Sere whispered. “Stay like that.” Her eyes were full of carnal pride and satisfaction as her fire blazed around me.
    I don’t know who moved first. Only that we were suddenly one– her mouth on mine and moving against me in a way that– like the energy of her magic– was fiery, demanding, and insistent. Her calloused fingers tightened around the nape of my neck and I grasped onto her shoulders, my nails digging into the hard flesh there.
    Distantly, I heard the sizzle of water and fire— of flame and ice. The air around us crackled and pulsed.
    I kissed her feverishly, allowing myself –in that moment– to accept she was mine and I was hers.
We became a tangled mess of tongues and teeth. We were both fire and ice, flames and storms— meshing together and forming something new. Life and death. Creators and destroyers. There was a silver light of energy pulsing between us– hot and icy. Someone moaned– I couldn’t tell who– and then my back touched cushions. The couch.
Her hand shifted to grip my hip, hiking my leg up and around hers. Her weight hovered above mine– but it wasn’t enough. Never enough. Coiling my arms around her neck, I pulled her closer until our chests brushed, combing my fingers through the thick curls atop her head. The shaved sides were cropped so short that they felt prickly beneath my fingers.
    Sere hummed into my mouth. She liked having her hair played with, I realized, so I did it again. One day, I vowed to myself, I’d trace the tattoos there– ask her to tell me about them.
    Her hand trailed down until she touched my knee, leaving a searing path in her wake. She shifted, adjusting so that my legs fell open, allowing her body to settle between them.
    I gasped into her mouth. Something hard was pressing into me. Into a very intimate, very sensitive part of me. She grinned against my lips and shifted again, causing the pressure to deepen.
    I broke away, her name a moan on my lips. If she kept moving like that– Gods. I grabbed her arms, squeezing the hard flesh tightly.
    “Gods, you’re beautiful,” she rasped, eyes locked on my face. I could only imagine how I looked— writhing beneath her, lids lowered and eyes darkened by desire. My face felt hot.
    “You’re poking me,” I accused, the words punctuated by another gasp as she moved again.
    She grinned wickedly, flashing her teeth. “I know.” Another roll of her hips.
    “Fuck,” I hissed. I even wasn’t sure if I said it out loud or through the bond. My body was on fire, trapped beneath her and entirely at her command. It was shockingly arousing. Never before had I so willingly let someone else take charge. And yet, if she stopped now, I would probably combust.
I clawed my hands down her back, shivering in delight at the cords of muscle that tensed under my touch. “What–” another shift of her hips, “is that?”
She chuckled darkly. I tried to glance down, but her hand caught my chin and guided my mouth back to hers. And suddenly, I wasn’t so curious anymore. All I wanted was for her to do it again. To keep doing it. I wiggled against her shamelessly, and in response she gripped my leg and hiked it higher up on her waist. Positioned like this— Gods. It was almost too much.
And then there was a sharp knock on the door.
It was quickly followed by Mako’s incessant, “you idiots better open up. I’ve got shit to do.”
We both froze, and a stream of swears began to bubble in the back of my throat. Sere pulled her mouth from mine, and even disheveled she looked delicious. Especially then.
We were both breathing heavily. I could feel the tension in the air around us, energy coiled and ready to be released. I almost wanted to ignore Mako, wanted to wait and see if he would just leave. For a brief second, Sere stayed above me, watching as I caught my breath. Neither of us spoke.
And then Mako pounded on the door again.
I bit my lip to keep from groaning.
“Coming,” Sere called. And then she rolled her hips again.
I gasped. “Sere!”
She winked and slid free from the tangle of our limbs, rising to her feet with surprising grace. She held a hand out to me, and with the other, she adjusted the dagger that was strapped to her thigh.
Her dagger. It had been the hilt of her dagger digging into me.
She saw where my gaze had gone and grinned wickedly.
“Don’t say it,” I warned, smoothing out my leathers.
“I didn't say anything.”
“You thought it,” I countered, and made my way to the door. I gave her a fierce look of warning.
Mako was halfway through knocking again when I swung it open.
I opened my mouth to greet him, just as Sere said into the bond, “was my dagger too much for you?”
My smooth greeting to Mako died on my tongue.
“Uh-” A mix between a giggle and a gasp caught in the back of my throat. That bitch.
He stepped inside, glancing from Sere to me with knowing eyes. I felt my cheeks pink, and ran a hand through my hair. It was a mess, I was sure.
“Bad time?” He asked sarcastically. He waved a dismissive hand at the guards in the doorway. “This won’t take long.”
I searched for an excuse, but none came to mind.
“I was just showing Theia some moves,” Sere said quickly. “How to work with fire. She was showing me water.”
“Some moves. Yeah, I’m sure you were,” Mako snapped sarcastically. “Look, I’m here because you both apparently skipped out past the walls last night. Anything I should know?”
Sere and I exchanged a glance.
“Whatever, just let me see your hands. I have to make sure you’re not making bargains with the enemy.” He held his hand out expectantly.
“They’ve got you doing house calls?” I put my hand in Mako’s, and waited.
“Something like that.” He clasped his hands around mine. Immediately his eyes went milky. A sense of warmth flooded me, and suddenly, my body felt alert— rested.
With a sharp tsk of his tongue his eyes began to clear. The look he gave was knowing. “Didn’t get much sleep?”
I tensed. “It’s not like that!”
“But isn’t it?” He countered, dropping my hand and reaching for Sere. “What else would you be up to outside the walls during a lockdown?”
The question was a trap. I bit my lip as Sere placed her hand in his. Mako’s eyes went milky again and to my surprise, the shadows beneath Sere’s eyes faded.
I looked past Mako to the hallway, where guards were stationed. When he released Sere with a nod, I turned to him and asked in a low voice, “have you found anyone who…?”
He shook his head, giving a pointed glance to the guards. “Orders are to keep it tight-lipped. But no, we haven’t.”
“The scouts?” Sere asked quietly. 
Mako shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. But listen, no more sneaking out. No more all nighters. The little boost I gave you is no substitute for the real deal. Get some sleep tonight.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty
 
One week after the attack on Oren’s Tavern, there was still no word from Elys’ messengers. In the meantime, the commander had doubled the guards at the walls, and issued a command for the older salvyre to be at the ready. Finding an opportunity to sneak out and see the baker had proven to be impossible.
A sharp rap at my door startled me awake. I wasn’t quite sure when I’d nodded off. I hadn’t meant to. I’d been waiting for Sere to get back from her shift.
“Sere?” I called groggily.
“She’s getting dressed,” a male voice called from outside my door.
Suddenly alert, I called for whoever it was to come in, grabbing my leathers.
It was Graham. His face was grave. Male voices carried softly from the common area.
I stilled. “What is it?”
He shook his head. “There’s been a development. Elys needs to see you both immediately.”
Heart pounding, I dressed quicker than I ever had before. Thick socks and boots. Where was my sword belt? I found it thrown messily in the corner and wrapped it around my waist, fastening it tightly. I tucked my dagger into the holster at my thigh, then the one just above my boot. My hair was down and loose, so I quickly braided it, emerging from my room in record time.
Sere was coming from Atlas’ room, tightening the straps at her wrists. There was a hardness to her as she moved. Our eyes met and I saw the heat in hers— not the heat I had become accustomed to– but something else. Something dark and charged by violence. The readiness of a soldier about to walk into battle.
It was happening then.
“What’s going on?” I asked in a low voice as we made our way down the corridor. It was quiet. No one else had been woken up, which left me nervous. That could only mean a few things, and all of them made my stomach clench.
Had they found my salvyre?
Graham didn’t reply. Once in the courtyard he gestured to the West Gate. “The commander is this way,” he said in that low, gruff voice of his. His face held no answers.
I glanced at Sere, but she was looking straight ahead, jaw tight. In contrast, the energy around her buzzed. I could feel her tension through the bond, a metallic taste in the back of my mouth.
As we approached the gate, I began to hear the low murmuring of voices. I could see, even from below, where there was a group crowding along the wall. Not the energy of a guard under attack— but that small consolation did little to soothe me.
I followed Graham into the stairwell. The hushed voices grew louder— like a nest of hornets— buzzing, clouding my ears. Anxiety settled heavy in my stomach.
A hand— callused and warm, slipped into mine. I didn’t need to look. The weight of her palm against mine— so new, yet so familiar, was grounding. Sere squeezed once, and it was enough. My breaths came easier.
The low murmuring came to a halt as we emerged from the stairwell. There were maybe six guards standing in a semicircle, and they all turned to look at us. Elys’ eyes went straight to Graham’s, and something unspoken passed between them.
“Commander?”
I’d meant it as a greeting, but there was a question there, in the way my voice trailed off. The formal title coming from my lips seemed to awaken something, and she stepped towards me.
At the same time, I stepped out of the stairwell and the open air washed over me. The smell was muted, but I was alerted to it instantly. I tensed, my hand slipping from Sere’s as I turned away from Elys–
Burning.
Fire blazed hotly in the distance, the night sky glowing orange and red.
“It…” Sere started, then stopped.
“The Scarlett City,” I finished for her. I closed the distance between myself and the stone ledge. My hands gripped it tightly, knuckles ivory as I stared.
The city was burning.
I spun to face Elys. Surely, she would have some answers.
“Commander,” Sere called tightly. “What’s the protocol for something like this?”
Elys’ jaw worked, then she shook her head. “You know what needs to be done.”
My gaze flitted between them, then back to the horizon. Even as far away as we were, I could sense the energy of the flames. The acrid smell of smoke in the air. “We’re going in?”
There was a pause, and when I turned back to Elys I saw she was looking at Graham again. She shook her head.
“They need us here,” Sere surmised, eyes locked on the commander. A wave of emotions that were not mine –yet mirrored mine— washed over me. Dread. Anger. Fear. “They want us to stay behind.”
I whirled, and Elys’ eyes were hard when I met them. Resolve was creased into the set of her mouth.
“Are you serious?” I demanded.
Her frown deepened. She glanced at the remaining guards and waved them away. When it was only Sere, Graham, and I, her face softened a degree. “Listen,” she murmured. “There is a very real possibility that your salvyre— both of your salvyre, are part of whatever is happening over there. Can you really tell me you’re prepared for that? To fight Selene? Atlas?” She turned to Sere. “Ariadne? Kal?”
My stomach twisted. I needed to be there. I had to see them.
Could I fight them? Was I strong enough? My stomach lurched at the thought and desperation flooding me, seeping deep into my bones.
“The city is on fire, Elys. You’re going to leave behind the two people with an affinity for water? For fire?”
Elys didn’t waver. “A salvyre should never have to fight their own. It’s something I wouldn’t wish upon my worst enemy.”
She said it so vehemently that, perhaps if I wasn’t flooded with adrenaline, I may have taken pause.
But I couldn’t. Not now. Not when my salvyre could be right there in the distance, right across the desert. I could do something—I could stop Fray and get my family back.
“You need me,” I told her. “If anyone can snap them out of it, it’s me. They’re my family.”
Her jaw tightened, but Graham stepped forward. “She is your superior, Theia. Learn some respect. You don’t get to question her decisions.”
I bristled, a retort building sharp on my tongue. But then there was a gentle caress through that silver cord in the back of my mind. I exchanged a look with Sere. There was a warning in her expression— small, subtle, and just for me.
Fuck that. Now was not the time to be meek. I leveled a heavy glare at Graham. “The second those bastards took me hostage and carved me up like meat, this became my issue too. I should have a say.”
Elys stepped between us. “Theia. Enough. We need you here. We’re bringing our best instructors and any sages who will come. Anyone old enough to fight. But someone needs to stay behind and oversee those who are too young and keep order over the remaining guards.” Her eyes drifted to Sere, then back to me. “I need you two to stay behind as Arderiah’s acting commander and lieutenant.”
Bile formed in the back of my throat. No. Not like this. It was never supposed to be like this. It was all wrong. I could feel the air humming around me with energy.
“Did you know this would happen?” I snapped, turning to Sere. Bitterness was laced into my tone.
Her brows rose in surprise. “Are you serious?”
“Yes I’m fucking serious,” I growled.
Gods, I was angry. Angrier than I’d ever been. It was building up inside me, pressing under my skin and suffocating me. I needed to do something.
Perhaps, deep down, I knew it was unfair to blame Sere. But at that moment, my body trembled in rage. All I could think was that she had been in the rebel camp for so
long. She had to have had an inkling this could happen. We’d been so trusting— welcomed her back with ease.
Perhaps the bargain had never even existed.
Perhaps she worked for Fray willingly.
Her eyes blazed. Could she hear my thoughts? I hoped so.
“I told you he might go for the city,” she snapped. Her tone was cold. Icy even. I had never heard her command such a voice. “You honestly doubt me? After everything I told you? Everything I showed you?”
I swallowed past the lump in my throat. I had trusted Selene once, too. And here we were.
“You knew he was plotting with Selene.”
“As soon as I was free from him, I told you everything. You want to blame someone?” The question broke at the end, her frustration seeping through. “Selene was right by your side, working with him for months. You’re the one that missed it. Blame yourself.”
Pain, white hot, lanced through me. I worked my jaw, but no words came. After all, she was right. I let this happen. I got taken. I was the whole reason she made the bargain. I’d set this into motion.
“Enough,” Elys snapped. “This is exactly what he wants— us doubting each other. Turning on each other. I need you guys to get on the same page, and I need you to do it now. Because I’m leaving you in charge. Both of you. As a team.”
I turned back to the fire blazing in the distance and sucked a breath of smoky air into my lungs. I couldn’t let them see the moisture in my eyes. Not now.
“The city needs reinforcements. There’s millions of people vulnerable. They likely have no idea what they’re up against. They need help.” Elys turned back to Graham at the end of her speech, and he nodded.
“I’m going to brief you both on everything you need to know. Sere, we’re going to fall back onto the same procedures you followed at Fort Ember. You will be our acting commander.”
Still facing the wall, I couldn’t see Sere’s face. I assumed she nodded.
“We’re departing at dawn,” Elys continued.
No. Panic coursed through me. It would only be a day then. A day until they reached the city and fought Selene. Dimitri. Atlas. Vas. Would Ariadne be there too? Jasper?
I clutched at the moisture in the air, letting it harden into daggers in my palms. The ice was cool under my grip and I clung to it like a lifeline— needing something to tether me here, to this moment. My breath was unsteady as I turned back.
“I didn’t take the test,” I reminded them. “I’m not qualified for this role.”
Elys glanced down at my hands, then back to my face. She gave Graham a look and he shuffled his feet, turning to Sere. “If you come with me, Seraphine, I’ll give you a rundown of everything.”
I didn’t look at Sere as she walked off. Didn’t even look to see if she was looking at me. I couldn’t. I was still too angry. Two raw. I was a chasm of emptiness, being burned away from the inside.
Elys came to my side, and together we faced the desert plane. She placed her hands on the wall.
“I need you here, Theia,” she said gently.
I said nothing, clutching the daggers tighter.
“I don’t know what we’re going to find in the city,” she continued, staring straight ahead. “If they’re burning it, I’m inclined to think their goal is not to occupy it. It might even be a trap. I don’t know.”
A trap. It could be. After all, what did the rebels gain by burning the Scarlett City? Millions of people lived there. What had he done to them?
“I am quite literally leading our people in blind. We have no idea what we will encounter,” she said. “I cannot have the same uncertainty for Arderiah. I need to know it is in the hands of someone I trust. Someone capable.”
“Why not one of the instructors then?”
She shook her head. “I need a soldier, Theia. You know that.”
In the back of my mind, I heard what she wasn’t saying: you’re not strong enough to fight by my side. You’re still too weak, too damaged.
“Sere can handle it. Or Graham. I’ll go with you. I’ll–”
“Stop,” Elys instructed. She reached out and took my hand, her calloused thumb rubbing over my taut knuckles. “I trust Sere. I do. But I need you here too. She can’t do this without you.”
I ripped my hand away. “You’re a hypocrite. You wouldn’t put your neck on the line for the village— but you’ll drop everything for the city? That’s fucked up. You said it yourself: it could be a trap. What if he just wants you Elys? Our soldiers?”
There was a long pause as Elys considered that. My entire body was taut.
Finally, she sighed. “You know, you’ve never asked me about what Selene saw that day,” she said.
My body stiffened. I knew what she referred to— that early morning months ago when we had found Selene trembling in the courtyard— lost in a thread she’d followed too far.
“Does it even matter anymore?” But my voice cracked.
She took my hand again, and this time I didn’t pull away. “Theia, look at me,” she urged.
I gritted my teeth, eyes blurry as I gazed into the smoky horizon. It hurt. I feared what I’d see in Elys’ eyes. I feared what this woman– the closest thing I’d ever had to a parent– would reveal.
“Theia–”
I whirled to face her, still clutching my daggers tightly. Her hand remained wrapped around mine, even as I leveled my harshest glare.
“What could you possibly have to tell me about Selene that has anything to do with this? You’re sidelining me. Do you really think you have enough men to save the city? The fort there is more fortified than we are. If they’re burning, it’s bad. You need me.” They needed me.
I needed them. I couldn’t lose them. I wouldn’t survive it.
Maybe I wouldn’t be able to help them break out of their bargains. Maybe it had only worked for Sere because we were mates and I was dying. But if I wasn’t there, if I didn’t go with Elys—
Her pale eyes held mine, unwavering. “It’s what must be done.”
“Why?” I exploded, throwing my hands outward. The ice daggers flew from my hands, burying deep into the walls on either side of us.
“Because of Selene,” she snapped. “It’s what she wanted!”
For a moment, I was stunned into silence.
Elys shook her head. “That day when she came to me, she told me something bad was coming.”
My breaths were coming quicker. I started to turn, but she grabbed my arm, holding me tight.
“She told me that when the sky burned, I needed to leave you behind. That if you came with me, you’d die. That this was the only way.”
My heart thudded, so loud I almost couldn’t hear myself as I said, “And you’re just going to listen to her? You really trust her, even now?”
“Don’t you?”
Dread swept through me, as did resignation.
Because yes, of course I did. Even after everything.
I reached up and rubbed furiously at my eyes. It was done. Elys wouldn’t change her mind. This was what Selene had asked of her. Asked of me.
“What will you do if you find them?”
When Elys didn’t answer, I swallowed roughly. “Those people fighting for him— they’re not all there because they want to be. Many are innocents.”
“There’s always innocents,” Elys reminded me gently.
My eyes burned again. I gritted my teeth and turned away. I wanted to beg her to bring them home safely. To make her promise she would. But I didn’t trust my voice, and I knew without asking that she couldn’t make that promise.
“I'll do what I can,” she said quietly. “You know what you all mean to me.”
The aching emptiness in my chest throbbed. I should’ve been more alert. I should’ve done more, kept them safe. Selene… It should’ve never gotten to that point.
“Did I fail them?” My voice trembled.
Elys made a sound before she threw an arm around me, pulling me close.
“No more than I did,” she murmured in my ear. “Whatever can be done to get them back safely —it will be done. I'll make sure of it.”
“And then what?”
The grip around my back slackened as Elys released me. Her eyes stared into mine —wary and resigned. She shook her head. “I don’t know.”
The lump in my throat was choking.
“There will be loss,” Elys murmured. “It’s inevitable. You know this, I know this. But I need you here. I need you to keep Arderiah safe. Keep the children safe.”
I swallowed, nodding curtly. I didn’t trust my voice.
“You’ll do that? I can trust you with this?”
I felt suddenly far from my body. Like I was merely a bystander, watching from somewhere just beyond.
Commander Vanora Elys, Salvyre of the 2nd Class– she stood before me, imploring. The woman I’d spent most of my life looking up to, bantering with, hoping to please.
With nothing left, how could I say no? How could I refuse her this one, final piece of me?
“Yes,” I whispered. “I’ll do it.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-One
 
Everything moved quickly after that. I was tasked with waking and retrieving all of the salvyre over the age of eighteen. Elys sent two guards with me, and together the three of us cleared out both the junior and senior apartments. Everyone was sent to gather at the West Gate, eyes sleepy– but alert. By the time I arrived with the last group, the sun was just beginning to spread its reach across the horizon.
    I spotted Sere walking down the midway, accompanied by two lieutenants. They worked under Elys with the enlisters, but I didn’t know their names, as we rarely crossed paths.
    “How many enlisters will you be taking?” I asked Elys once I finally got a moment alone with her. She was standing atop a platform of sorts.
    Elys glanced down at the book in her hand, and made a couple of hasty marks next to the list of names. She was quiet for a moment, as if lost in thought, and then she gave me a sideways glance. “All of them.”
    I blinked, though I wasn’t sure why I was surprised. I supposed she needed the numbers. It would be foolish not to take every measure she could.
Arderiah wasn’t large, but the population of enlisters dwarfed that of salvyre. There were maybe five hundred enlisters that lived along the northern side of Arderiah, people who'd joined the army at eighteen. Unlike salvyre, they only received two years of training before graduating.
    I turned my gaze to the group I’d gathered before us. She would be taking thirty-five salvyre to battle. Thirty-five people who, like me, had been created for this. My heart pounded at the thought. This is what we were made for. To be the soldiers in battle that were all but impossible to defeat— strengthened by magic and skilled with a lifetime of training. No ties to family. Born and bred soldiers.
    Never before had the salvyre been used in battle– not like this. And here they stood, fresh-faced and ready.
    I had to look away. It was almost painful to imagine such an event— historic. Unprecedented.
    With my salvyre on the other side of it.
    “Commander,” Sere called by way of greeting. Elys gave her a nod as the two other lieutenants joined her on the platform. They spoke to her in hushed, hurried tones.
    Sere came to a stop in front of  me. She met my eyes, and for a second, neither of us spoke. Just yesterday we had been playing Dimicatio on the beach. And now… we prepared for war.
    “The enlisters are outside the gate,” Sere explained to me quietly. “They’re all going. A couple instructors are going to stay behind, but that’s about it.”
    “It’s going to be so empty,” I murmured.
    Sere glanced sideways at me, and when our eyes met, I knew that, even after the fight we’d had– we were thinking the same thing.
    Less people to protect.
    But, if it came down to it– less people to fight with us.
 
 
Just as Elys said they would, they departed at dawn. Sere and I stood at the wall by the West Gate, watching them march. As the sun rose, the glow of flames was less visible, but the smoke tinged the air a deep gray.
    “What are you thinking?”
    I glanced up at my mate, heart skipping a beat when I saw her face. Sere looked tired— weary even, but there was a hint of something else swimming in those pools of honey. It glinted under my gaze.
    For a moment, I considered telling Sere the truth. That I was terrified I was about to lose my salvyre forever. I was terrified that by the time Elys and her troops arrived, it would be too late. That it was already too late.
    This whole thing could be a fucking trap. Matteus Fray could be setting us all up, and I hadn’t tried hard enough to convince Elys to stay.
I opted for the safe answer.
“I’m thinking about what they might encounter when they get there.”
    “Hmm.” Sere turned back to the horizon. A crease appeared between her brows, evidence of the worry that plagued us both. Mindlessly I reached a hand up, as if to smooth the wrinkle away with my thumb. I froze halfway, arm lifted awkwardly between us.
    “What are you thinking?” I asked instead, pulling back as a flush crept along my cheeks. We hadn’t done anything since the day Mako came to check on us. We’d flirted, sure, but time seemed to steal moments from us. And now? It seemed time had run out.
    Sere sighed, then leaned forward against the stone ledge. “I never imagined being promoted to commander would look like this.”
    “You’re talking to someone who didn’t even technically graduate.”
    She gave me a halfhearted grin. “I imagine that really bothers a rule follower like you.”
    “Rule follower?” I blinked. “I know you’re not talking about me.”
    “I’m kidding.” She turned and her eyes drifted down my slight frame, which, despite all my training, had never quite put back on the muscle it once had. When her eyes met mine again, there was a sober quality to them that caused my heart to clench.
“I’m sorry for what I said last night. About Selene.”
    I looked away, but I could still feel her regret heavy in the bond between us. It weighed in the air, hard and bitter. I exhaled and shook my head. “You weren’t wrong. I should’ve seen it.”
    “I was wrong.” Her words bit. “You may be their captain, but that doesn’t mean you are responsible for the choices they make. They are their own people. You did the best you could’ve.”
    My grip on the ledge tightened. Selene had navigated an entire alliance with Matteus Fray right under my nose. I had been too busy licking my wounds to notice.
“It doesn’t matter anymore,” I said softly. “It’s done.”
    “Perhaps,” Sere agreed somberly. “But I’m sorry I made you feel responsible, in any case.”
    I nodded, the apology already accepted. There were bigger problems, after all. I glanced at her, noting the tension in her shoulders– the tightness of her jaw.
“I’m sorry for insinuating you knew more,” I told her. “After everything– I was just upset. But still. It was wrong. You didn’t deserve that.”
    “I would’ve doubted myself too,” Sere admitted with a sad smile. “You don’t have to apologize.”
    “It was still wrong.”
    There was a pause as the two of us stood there watching the troops. It wasn’t uncomfortable. The air around us was charged, of course, but the energy was harmonious. Synced. We stood together, side by side, as the rows of soldiers got smaller along the horizon, disappearing into the sunrise.
    “Would you do it again, knowing everything that would happen?” I asked quietly.
    Sere glanced at me. “What do you mean?”
    “The bargain.”
    “Oh.” She straightened. “Yes. In a heartbeat.”
    Neither of us mentioned the likelihood of her salvyre being in the city too. The likelihood that they were fighting alongside my own, soon to face off with Elys.
    I couldn’t watch anymore. I turned my back to the sunrise, the sword at my hip brushing Sere’s leg as I moved. I leaned against the ledge, peering over the wall into the open field of Arderiah. From this angle, the instructor’s hall, the salvyre apartments, they all looked smaller.
“Tell me about the exam,” I demanded abruptly.
    Sere exhaled in surprise. “The exam?”
    I shrugged. “Seems like I’m never going to get to take it, so…”
    She pondered that for a moment, still gazing out at the soldiers as they disappeared into the billows of smoke rising in the distance. Would she humor me? There was so much secrecy that surrounded it. At this point, it seemed I would probably never find out what it was like.
When Sere answered, her tone was guarded. “It wasn’t exactly a glamorous experience.”
    I snorted. “Do I strike you as the glamorous type?”
    Her lips twitched. Point taken. “I don’t know if they change it up every year, so my experience could be different from what yours would’ve been like.”
    A cool breeze whipped up from the lake, curling a sea breeze through the loose strands of my hair. Closing my eyes, I let the energy wash over me, let it cool my skin and settle my nerves.
    “Tell me anyway.”
“We departed on the first of December. It took a week or so to get to the testing site,” she said slowly. “I remember the heat there being humid and heavy, despite it being the middle of winter. We were so uneasy in the carriage.”
“That’s a long ride.”
“Yes,” she agreed.
“Did you have your tattoos then? I don’t remember.” I opened my eyes and glanced at them now, thinking back to when I’d seen her around Arderiah all those years ago. I couldn’t remember her in anything other than her full salvyre leathers.
Today, her sleeves had been rolled to expose her forearms, so I could see glimpses of the gorgeous landscapes that decorated them. Landscapes that I knew were depictions of our kingdom— of the high mountains and floating castles of the Silver Court, the canals of the Violet Court, and the capital city’s stacked homes and wide, open bay with docks and tiny ships.
“No, I didn’t have them yet,” she said, fingering the skin on her wrist where the designs ended. “Truthfully, these are all based on paintings. I’ve never been to any of these places.”
“You’d been here. And the Sun City.” I reached out and ran my thumb across the skin that peaked out past her shirt. The portrait of our capital was beautiful.
She shrugged. “Only briefly for the ceremony.”
After the exam, the salvyre were taken to the Sun City to be personally awarded their badges by the King. I’d heard many tales of that part of the exam. Of the elder King Ciro Glorybringer’s speech and ceremony. Of his wife and children who stood surrounding him. Of the high arches of his palace and the other salvyre of Ezuria, who stood around him in awe.
I didn’t need to hear those stories again. I wanted to hear about the part that was kept secret— the exam itself.
“Where did they take you?” I prompted.
Her lips pursed– not in hesitation, but thought. “Somewhere outside of the city. The area was rockier and had more trees, so closer to the Green Court perhaps.”
“A village?” I asked, brows furrowing.
She shook her head. “It was some sort of valley. No towns or people for at least a hundred miles or so.” She glanced at me, then grinned. “They kind of just left us there. Told us there were only two rules: no killing any other Salvyre, and to survive until Winter Solstice.”
I blinked. “That’s it.”
“No,” she laughed. “That’s just the beginning. High Command dropped my team off in a denser part of the valley on the first day. You’re allowed to bring whatever you can carry, so we all had a bag with some essentials and our weapons.” Her lips quirked. “We lost all of our supplies by that night. By day three, our weapons were gone too. They conjure up all kinds of things to throw you off your game. It was crazy.”
It was a common truth that no salvyre had ever failed the exam. But there were years when the graduating class didn’t return until weeks—months even, after the solstice. As if they had been forced to try again and again until they were successful. I wondered— did Ciro still hold a ceremony for them? Or were they merely given their badges and sent home?
An expression of fondness crossed over Sere’s expression, as if the memory of her exam was something she held dear. I supposed it was. The exam was when a salvyre’s lifetime of training, preparing, and striving for greatness finally came to fruition.
“What kinds of things do they conjure?”
Sere twirled a blade of fire around her fingers, and the movement distracted me. I stared at her long, slender fingers. Briefly, without prompt, I remembered the feeling of those hands pulling me close, holding our bodies flush. My cheeks pinked.
    Fortunately, Sere didn’t seem to notice where my thoughts had gone. She considered my question, then shook her head. “Honestly, there are hardly any words for it. The first night they sent wolves after us. But the animals weren’t… normal.”
    “Shifters?”
    She shook her head. “No. I mean, I’m not sure. I think a lot of the test was done by illusionists. Very powerful magic. Like– the wolves. They were huge. And they moved with such synchronicity… like they had a hive mind.” She twisted, leaning back against the wall next to me. Our shoulders brushed. “Twice as big as normal wolves. And their teeth had to be the length of my forearm. Aeryn was bitten really bad.”
    “How did you defeat them?” I asked. My eyes were still on the flames that Sere was twirling. As I watched, the flames shifted, and their shape took on a new form. Four legs, a tail… When I glanced back up at Sere’s face, I found her eyes were locked in front of her. I wondered in amazement if she even realized her flame had changed as the tiny wolf darted through her fingers.
    “Actually,” Sere said with a bittersweet smile, “It was Aeryn. Her affinity gives her the ability to manipulate lightning. Up until that night she had never been able to bridge it— never been able to get it to bounce from target to target. But that night she did it. She took out the entire fucking pack in one strike. With half her leg practically bitten off.”
    I couldn’t help but smile at the pride in Sere’s voice. I remembered the first time Atlas had enchanted an object. A piece of parchment. We’d been in the middle of a lesson when Atlas had abruptly tapped me on the shoulder, grinning wildly. ‘Touch this,’ Atlas had said with a wild grin. And when I had, I had been overcome by sensations of white joy— unadulterated and pure.
    My heart stuttered in memory. “How did you make it through the rest of the week?” I prompted.
“Well, Jasper had to stay in his wolf form for a day or so after that to help Aeryn get around.” The little wolf in her fingers reformed– shifting to something smaller, less imposing. “We did our best patching her up, but it seemed like every time the wound closed, it would open again. And we lost most of our supplies in that first attack, so there was nothing to stitch it with. By the third night, we were rinsing bloody strips of fabric in a stream because it was too cold to keep giving her fresh scraps of our clothing.”
My eyes widened. “A stream is lucky at least. Access to water.”
Sere shook her head in wonder. “It was a blessing, for sure. There weren't a lot of fish, but it kept us going.”
“Were there any more attacks?” I asked, crossing my legs.
“Oh, absolutely. When it wasn’t one thing, it was something else. We’d finally get comfortable and drift off to sleep, only to be attacked by snake-vines. Or there was the time when we finally built a stable shelter and we were swarmed by a group of shadow-figures. They seemed to just keep multiplying.”
I smiled ruefully. “That sounds terrible.”
Sere laughed, and the sound was deep and throaty. “It was, but it wasn’t, you know?”
When her eyes locked with mine, my heart skipped a beat. The honey in them sparkled in the orange streams of dawn. They were warm as she continued to tell me stories of her test, of the trials and tribulations her salvyre faced. About the moment when everything seemed to lock into place.
She was so animated and forthcoming that I found myself nodding, fully engaged. Every recollection that brightened Sere’s face chipped away at the envy I felt. I was happy Sere had those memories, as much as I longed for them myself. Her happiness seemed to echo down the bond and fill me whole.
At some point, her shoulder leaned against mine, and with our backs to the sunrise, we casted tall shadows across the field below. The air was clear and familiar. Arderiah was sleepy– peaceful. There was a warmth at my side that kept me steady.
    For a moment, the fear and fury subsided enough for me to finally breathe.
    For a moment.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-Two
 
That night, I snuck out of Arderiah.
I waited until Sere fell asleep, pausing to poke my head through the doorframe and listen to the sound of her even breathing. The bond was calm between us, and her sleeping form looked quiet and unperturbed wrapped up in her blankets.
For a moment, I debated abandoning my plans. I thought about how different things could be if I crossed the room and curled up next to her. If I woke her with soft whispers and promises.
But reality blew in on a smoky evening breeze through her window. I silently slipped from her room.
Sere and I had been torn in different directions all day, supervising and assisting. I never realized how much Elys was actually responsible for. But if Sere was even half as tired as I was, I had no worries that she’d sleep through the night and not notice me gone until the morning.
Or perhaps not at all.
My heart pounded as I slipped through the North gate. My new title had its perks. The guards on duty may have looked curious, but they obediently obliged my request to open the gate and to keep my departure tight lipped.
I didn’t have a plan, exactly. Just a feeling in my gut. An instinct that told me if I didn’t go tonight, I would run out of time.
Perhaps it was a betrayal, not waking Sere. Perhaps it would undo all the work we’d done, the fragile trust we’d built.
But I couldn’t risk being stopped. Being told to wait and plan. No. Tonight I’d find the baker, and I’d get answers.
My footsteps were quiet as I made my way down the dirt road. There was only the sound of the waves crashing against the shores of the Lost Lake. It was dark, the waning moon dull behind the clouds.
The bakery was on the far side of town, nestled neatly between two clothing shops with shimmering fabrics in the windows. I didn’t give them so much as a glance as I passed them, coming to a stop at the baker’s worn wooden door.
The lock didn’t deter me. With nimble fingers, I made quick work of it, shifting and forming a cut of ice into a key. My years of practice, my years of sneaking around with Vas and Atlas, had paid off. My key turned without trouble, and the door swung open. I smirked.
Easy.
A glance around confirmed I was still the only person standing in the street. All was silent. I waited for a breath, and stepped inside.
The bakery was dark. Only the moonlight shining in through the windows illuminated the space, which was small and cluttered. There were a few tables, the chairs stacked on top. Just beyond the counter there were saloon doors that led to what had to be the kitchen.
It was obvious that the owner cared for the space. The floors were swept, the shelves free of dirt and dust. I ran my hand over the wooden counter and found the surface was smooth. Polished.
Upstairs, I heard the floor creak. Instinctively I stepped back into the shadows, moving with the grace only a salvyre could muster. My eyes swept the room, taking inventory of the doors, potential weapons, and best places to take cover.
Then I stepped into the darkness beside the staircase, and with an easy flick of my wrist I sent a stream of water towards a clay mixing bowl to my left. It crashed to the floor and splintered into fat pieces.
I held my breath, listening.
There was another creak upstairs, followed by the sound of muffled footsteps. I was relieved to hear no whispering or muted voices, a good sign that he was likely alone. Fingers twitching at my sides, I waited for the baker to come downstairs.
The steps stopped. It was quiet for so long that it seemed like he might’ve gone back to bed. Annoyance fluttered through me. I’d rather get him to come to me, than enter a space I hadn’t had the chance to scope out. My eyes flitted back to the windows, out to the open and empty road.
Then I heard his footsteps again, and I sharpened. My hands curled into fists, snakes of water wrapping up and down my arms. My senses heightened. The energy vibrated in the air, singing out to me, begging for me to give it form. Purpose.
I swallowed, listening to the sound of the man’s quiet gait. He stopped at the foot of the stairs, and I remained still, knowing I was not in his field of view.
“Hello?” His voice was gruff and full of sleep. Exactly how I had imagined him sounding.
I said nothing, and for a second I worried he would return to bed. Another tense silence passed before my fears were assuaged as he clomped noisily down the stairs.
“How the–” the man mumbled under his breath as he bent to pick up a shard of the broken bowl.
I struck then.
I moved like a dancer, fast and graceful. With a simple flex of my outstretched arms, the water I’d coiled surged forward, curling around his body like rope. A swift kick to the chest, and he stumbled back into the wall. I froze the bands of water and it was over. Just like that.
The man grunted, eyes wide as he struggled against his restraints. He looked wildly at me, and stilled as he took me in for the first time.
For a moment, just a moment, I softened.
But then that feeling returned to my gut and I smacked a hand over his mouth before he could scream.
“Shhhh,” I murmured. His breath was warm against my flesh. “Scream and I’ll kill you.”
The words felt like venom on my tongue. At first they poisoned me with fear too, but then I welcomed the bitterness, struck by the power it awoke in my blood.
When his eyes widened, I knew I’d made myself clear. Slowly, I removed my hand.
“Good,” I said when he didn’t scream. I unsheathed the dagger from my waist, testing its weight in my hand. His brows furrowed when he saw it, and he shook his head.
“No,” he moaned, struggling again. “No. I did everything you guys said. You swore it was over.”
I scanned the man, trying to make an assessment of his role. I’d seen him a few times before, though it was usually his sister who worked as the face of his shop. He was no real fighter, that was for sure. I’d subdued him in a second.
Perspiration beaded on his forehead, despite the fact that it was a cool night.
Hmm.
Part of me longed to release the man, to allow him to explain how he too was a victim in all this. That he too was being played like a pawn. Guilt swept through me at having broken into his store, having drawn him from his bed.
But then I remembered Matteus Fray. Remembered that my salvyre could be out there, right now, facing off against Elys. And I lifted my knife to his throat.
The baker flinched.
“It will never be over,” I told him, malice infused in my tone. I watched his reaction carefully.
He swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing thickly. “It was only supposed to be a one time thing. Please, you promised.”
“What was?” I prompted.
The man blinked, then slunk back against the wall. “Who are you?” He asked.
“The woman with a knife to your throat.”
He had the nerve to look relieved. 
“Expecting someone else?” I snapped, leaning in closer.
“Trust me,” he exhaled. “Nothing you can do is worse than them.”
“Are you so sure?” I flexed my fingers and his bindings tightened. “I think I’m the one you should be afraid of right now.”
The grin he gave me was toothy. “You’re one of those salvyre dogs, aren’t you? Goody goody who thinks they’re better than everyone.”
“Excuse me?” I growled, pressing the knife hard enough against him that a bead of blood pooled at the tip. Anger bubbled inside me, vitriol burning my tongue.
“You heard me,” he sneered. “Go ahead. Kill me. At least if you take me out, I get to die looking at a nice set of tits.”
My mouth dropped open in surprise, but before I could say a word I felt it.
It coursed through me like a poison tipped arrow.
Fury.
Disbelief.
Darkness— interminable and unyielding.
“Not if I burn your eyes right out of your head,” a new voice declared. A voice of smoke and shadows. A voice so husky and familiar— I'd know it anywhere. “How does that sound?” She seethed.
As it turned out, I hadn’t been quite so sneaky after all.
I turned, and the look Sere gave me was hard and unreadable. But before I could say anything, her head cocked to the side. Curiosity parted in the set of her lips. Then she gave an almost imperceptible nod, let her features harden, and turned back to the man. All in the span of seconds.
“Hello commander,” she drawled, leaning comfortably against the shop counter.
The baker's eyes widened as he looked at me again. He took in my salvyre leathers, the straps bound tight and weapons tucked into every available spot. My face was all angles— my hair pulled back in a bun that was perfect and severe. Dressed like this, I was a force.
And Sere would not be stopping me.
She had my back.
I could see him processing. First wondering if Sere was bluffing— because surely I looked too young to be a commander. But then I watched him remember that salvyre aged slower. I could see fear settle into the tightness of his face.
“Commander?” He repeated in a low voice. “Look, I wanted to go to the authorities after. But where was there to go? This place is a ghost town.”
Sere grunted. “He’s all yours,” came her voice in the bond. “But I’m more than happy to help speed things up.”
I pulled my dagger back for a second, wiping the single drop of his blood off onto his shirt. My weapon was sharp and clean, polished so that it sparkled in the dark moonlight. The man’s eyes followed the glimmer.
“Tell us now, then,” I said, cocking my head to the side. “I want all of the details.”
The man grimaced. “I was threatened—”
“Spare me.”
His breath caught. “I-I was!” He stammered. “They threatened to kill me, so I let them hide here for a day. That’s it!”
“How many? What did they look like?”
He flinched. “I can’t.”
“You can.” Sere disagreed.
“There were a dozen or so of them. I don’t know. They wore masks. I already—”
“They stayed the night? And didn’t unmask?” I tsked. “I doubt that. What did you see? What did you hear? Tell me.”
The man was sweating again. I could see him glancing between the two of us, weighing his options. “You won’t hurt me,” he finally decided, looking at Sere with wide, pleading eyes. “Arrest me if that’s what you must do. But I’m not saying anything else.”
His mistake.
“You assume our uniforms will protect you,” Sere scoffed. She gave my dagger a pointed look. “If you think you are safe by holding your tongue, you’re wrong. The rebels will return for you either way.”
A choked sound escaped him, and then he snapped his mouth shut, gritting his teeth defiantly.
I stepped towards him again, willing the energy in my veins to bend to my command. A blue spark flashed, and the blade of my dagger lit with flames. I brought it close to his face, watching the fear there. Feeling the vibrations of the watersnakes as they rose above my shoulders and hissed menacingly.
“You will me what I want to know.” Slowly, I brought the knife down against the side of his thick neck. A gurgled cry escaped him as I pressed the flat side against his flesh. There was a sizzling, along with the smell of burning skin. It filled my nostrils and burned my eyes, but I didn’t relent. I couldn’t. There was too much at stake.
“Please! You already know it was the rebels! That’s all I know!”
I pulled the dagger back and cocked a brow. “What will it take, baker?” I asked in a low voice. He stayed silent. “That’s a nice tattoo,” I continued, nodding at the symbols that curled around his forearm– marks of an old trader’s union. I pointed my knife to them. “Shall I add to it?”
“Fucking bitch,” he hissed.
Sere growled, but I was already pressing the blade back against his skin. It sizzled against his flesh, just above the black ink. “Watch your mouth,” I warned.
“Commander, we can bring him back to Arderiah for a more thorough interrogation, if you wish,” Sere suggested.
And that did the trick. The man stiffened against his restraints, swearing through his teeth. My icy bindings held tight.
“He doesn’t want to be seen with guards,” I realized, speaking directly into the bond.
“Then the rebels are still in town,” Sere thought back.
“Perhaps we should wait until morning, once everyone is up and about,” I said aloud.
“It would send a message,” Sere agreed.
“Bitches,” the man said under his breath. But before either of us could chastise him, he continued. “I only heard one conversation. Someone was saying something about the Scarlett City.”
“What else?” I demanded.
The man’s frown deepened. He swallowed, glancing fearfully around the room as if the rebels could see him now, confessing their secrets. “They would’ve killed me if they knew I heard.”
“Why? What else did you hear?”
His skin was ashen. “A few of them stayed behind. For the next attack.”
“What attack?”
The room went silent. I waited, my eyes fixed mercilessly upon him. He opened his mouth, then closed it again. His eyes fluttered shut in defeat.
“Arderiah,” he whispered finally. “The attack on Scarlett city is a distraction. The real target is Arderiah.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-Three
 
When it became apparent he knew nothing more, I freed the top half of his body from the ice. It would take him hours to get down fully— enough time for us to get back to Arderiah and figure out what to do next.
“Get out of here. Go north,” I’d told him. “Don’t stop until you hit the trees of the Blue Court.”
And then we took off in a sprint down the main road back to Arderiah, our breaths mingling sharply with the night air.
“He could warn the rebels that he spoke with us,” Sere pointed out as we ran. “They have his sister— he might think if he gives them a heads up they’ll give her back.”
“He’s terrified. You saw his face— he won’t do shit.”
Through the bond, I sensed her apprehension. “This could all be a trap.”
“He’s not getting out of there anytime soon. Besides,” I gestured above us, “the sky is too overcast and dark tonight. At earliest, they won’t make a move until morning.”
Sere didn’t answer. She merely kept pace beside me, her long legs eating up the dirt road.
“What would you have done? Killed him?” I demanded, risking a glance her way. Her lips were a thin line.
The bond between us grew icy. Yes, I knew, then. She would have.
The North Gate was approaching in the distance. The glint of flames along the wall was a red beacon.
“Wait.” Sere’s steps slowed.
I stopped and turned to face her warily. Her honey eyes were impossible to read.
“What’s our plan?”
I blinked. “Well… we alert the guards. We gather whoever is left of the council for a meeting.”
Sere shifted as I spoke, rolling her shoulders. Tension hung suspended between us— and it made me antsy.
I’d betrayed her trust by coming out here alone. By putting myself at risk and not even telling her. If the roles were reversed, I’d be furious. Hurt, even. My palms were cold and clammy as I curled them into fists at my sides.
And then I was exhausted. The kind of tired that made my bones ache. I was so damn exhausted and angry at the space between us. Angry that I had caused it.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t loop you in on what I was doing. I should have. I… I’m glad you found me. I’m glad you were there.”
Her brows furrowed, as if she was surprised by my omission. “Theia…”
“What do you think we should do next?”
At my prodding, her mask began to finally lift. And then I could see the emotions as they warred across her face. Anger, bubbling furiously in her honey eyes. Fear, drawing together the set of her brows. The tightness in her lips— a promise of retribution.
She took a step forward.
“Everything inside me is saying to turn around and go back. To shut that man up permanently so he can’t tell a soul we were there tonight. So we can be sure the rebels won’t find out what we learned.”
Perhaps she thought that would scare me. Her casual violence. Perhaps it should’ve. But I didn’t look away. My face stayed smooth.
When I merely waited for her to continue, she took another step closer.
“That man chose to help them. No bargain, no compulsion. I’m sure of it. He’s a coward. And I want to kill him.”
There was bloodlust in the way she stood. In the way she towered over me, a potent cocktail of strength and fire. Something dark was bubbling up in her, threatening to spill over.
But I was not afraid. Not of her.
So I waited, letting the moonlight bathe me in its magic as I stared up at my mate.
She took a heavy breath, eyes narrowing. “I’m angry. Gods, I’m so angry. All the time. I want to burn Matteus Fray to the ground— and every piece of shit behind him, too. I want them to burn until they’re nothing but ash.” She took a breath. “And then I remember how I never felt that sort of rage before him. That he made me this way. And gods, it makes me even angrier. It’s like I can’t shake his hands off me, no matter how hard I try.”
My heart was beating wildly in my chest. It took me a moment to realize it wasn’t my emotions I was reacting to, but hers, echoing down our bond.
“You may not be the Sere you once were,” I rasped, unsettled by a deep, innate urge to close the distance between us. To hold her close and chase away the darkness. “But you were never his either. And you never will be. So be angry. Be furious. It’s a good thing. Anger means you’re in there, alive, and fighting.”
She cocked a scarred brow. “I was ready to eviscerate a man tonight. Simply because he spoke to you wrong. Doesn’t that scare you?”
“You didn’t kill him,” I reminded her. “You could have, and you didn't.”
“There’s still time, siren.” Her eyes searched mine. “What if I had? It wouldn't be the first life I’ve taken. Gods know it won’t be the last. Would you think differently of me then?”
She asked it like a dare, like a challenge. But beneath her arrogance, I could feel the hint of fear in our bond.
My answer came as easy as breathing.
“No.”
In one charged movement she lunged, gripping the front of my shirt and dragging me until my chest was flush with hers. Her eyes were untamed and ablaze as glared down at me, jaw clenched. I stood frozen.
“Theia Stormfury,” she growled. “I’ve never seen anything as beautiful as you with a knife to that man’s throat.”
I jolted in surprise, eyes going wide. For a brief second, there was only fire. Sere’s admission tore through me like a tornado, leaving behind fragments of my composure. My lips parted, but no sound came out.
“Maybe that makes me fucked up,” she conceded. Her eyes were like two vats of honey boiling over a hearth. They could melt flesh from bone. “I should be angry with you for sneaking off. For not even having a plan. You’re impulsive and rash, and I can’t stand the idea of what could’ve happened to you. While I was sleeping for gods’ sake.”
“Sere.” It was a whispered benediction.
“But fuck,” she rasped, her chest rising and falling with each breath. “Watching you? You fucking incinerate the path you walk. You’re passionate and enduring and fuck, you’re like the fire that burns inside me. You have this look in your eyes like you want to set the world ablaze and gods Theia, I wouldn’t want you any other way.”
I reached for her, unable to endure another second of distance. My nails dug into her shoulders as I pressed up onto my tiptoes, and I felt a thrill when her hands fanned out possessively across my back. Her long fingers nearly spanned the width of me.
Our lips were a whisper away when she turned her chin. But before I could even begin to process the rejection, she was whispering in my ear— sinful, filthy things. My grip tightened.
“If you kiss me now, little siren, I think any shred of sanity I have left will shatter.” A hand found its way into my hair, tugging sharply to expose my throat. She hummed in satisfaction. “I’d lay you down right here and fucking feast. Until
you begged me to stop. Until you didn’t know whether to push me away or hold me closer, because each peak was blending into the next.”
“Sere—”
“Gods.” Her nose skimmed along my flesh, her lips settling over my pounding pulse. “I’d wrap those pretty thighs around me like a scarf.”
All the air left my lungs in a woosh.
Oh.
Longing tore through me, fierce and violent. It barreled down our bond. Sere shuddered against me, and in that tremble, I knew she was every bit as powerless to the tug between us as I was. It felt like if she didn’t kiss me, I’d die. I needed her like I needed air. I opened my mouth to tell her exactly that—
“But not yet. Not tonight,” she whispered into my throat. Her voice was strained, husky with want.
I nearly crumpled.
Sere took a steadying breath and stepped back. Her eyes were practically black.
“We have to secure Arderiah,” she said. “Get the kids somewhere safe and prepare anyone who can fight. They must’ve anticipated Elys’ move. They’ll know how few our numbers are.”
I wrapped my arms around myself, struggling to process her sudden shift.
Arderiah. The rebels.
The odds weren’t sounding good. “What if they still have someone on the inside? Elys never found anyone, but that doesn’t mean they’re not here.”
Sere made a noise of agreement. “They might. I don’t know. But we need to get the kids out. Up north further. If we could get into the Blue Court they should be safe. For now. Fort Caeruleum isn’t too far past the border.”
For now.
I shook my head. “The road is too risky. Out in the open like that? We’d be sitting ducks.”
A silence stretched between the two of us as we considered. To stay or go? Which was riskier? Our only advantage was this window of warning. That was all we had.
“What do you think they’re trying to accomplish?” I wondered. “Even if they could take Arderiah, the children, what would that do? Our arsenal has all but been drained. Our soldiers are all in the city. Why not go for Burnwick? If they claim Lord Ashridge’s estate, if they claim High Command, the Red Court is theirs.”
“Fray is very strategic. He doesn’t do anything without a reason. Maybe it's to send a message? Claim the city and Arderiah. Do that and you have taken control of the most fortified places in the Red Court. With all that behind you, taking Burnwick would be easy. And then…”
“But why? Surely he doesn’t actually think he can take the rest of Ezuria?”
Sere stopped again. This time when she grabbed my arm, her grip was bruising. She stared into my eyes, and there was so much wildness there that my breath caught.
“Don’t you get it? He’s already recruiting people up north. From all over.” She shuddered. “He would take me to meet them in the Etheraths.”
We were almost to the gate. I could see the men moving about the wall, gesturing at our approach. Sere signaled them and they saluted her. The gate began to open with a loud, obnoxious creak.
I watched it rise numbly. How many people did Matteus Fray have? How many people moved about Ezuria, their lives tied to his? The Etheraths were the mountains just outside the Gold Court, out of Ezurian territory. If he was using them for meetings...well, they were located close enough to allow him access to almost every court in Ezuria. 
“This is bad,” I whispered.
This was bigger than me or Sere. Bigger than our salvyre. Bigger than Scarlett City or Burnswick or Arderiah. Bigger than all of the Red Court.
Could it actually happen? Could he really do it?
“He’s not powerful enough,” I said, knowing already that I was deluding myself. “He… he can’t control that many people.”
“Theia.” Sere’s voice was heavy. “Every bargain makes him stronger.”
I closed my eyes as my heart sank. The sages’ books had suggested as much, but hearing her confirm it was like a punch to the gut. Bargainers drew power from each deal they made. From each debt they were owed.
And from the sounds of it, Matteus Fray was owed many, many debts.
“That’s not all.”
I opened my eyes.
“It’s likely he’ll send our salvyre to lead the attack,” she said. “Even if Fray didn’t predict we’d be left in charge, our salvyre know the ins and outs of these buildings best.”
How I got through the gate, my steps sure and my gait steady, I would never know. The eyes of the guards bore holes into my shoulders. Into my back.
I could feel Sere’s dread through the bond. And once again, I was reminded that despite her strong, hard demeanor, Sere was in as much pain as I was. She harbored the same fleeting, desperate hope that she could somehow save her salvyre.
Behind us came the rickety sound of the gate closing, and once we were safely out of earshot, we stopped.
“How many people do you think he’ll send?” I asked.
“I don’t know.” She took a deep breath. “If I’m right— and he does send our Salvyre, he might be counting on us surrendering.”
I toyed with a bead of water between my fingers and asked, “would you? Give in?”
Sere’s head snapped to mine. We were just outside the instructor’s hall, and it was dark, the building’s height casting long shadows across the ground. Sere stood in the middle of one of those shadows, her eyes fierce. “Never,” she hissed. “I don’t care if Ariadne themself puts a dagger to my throat. To their own throat. That man will never own me again.”
The night was cool. Perhaps it was merely the sudden breeze— but I found myself cold in my salvyre leathers. Goosebumps pebbled my flesh.
Why would Selene let this happen?
My world, once so simple, once so structured, felt like it had been destroyed down to its foundation. My hands began to tremble, and I shoved them into my pockets before Sere could notice.
It was then that I realized that while I hadn’t voiced the question aloud, Sere had heard it anyway. Whatever she saw in my face caused her expression to soften.
“Matteus Fray is the most cunning man I know,” she said. “His words have a way of twisting truths. Making sense of nonsense. Selene made a choice that she believed was right.”
My eyes watered. I clenched my jaw, and shook my head.
“I know.” Sere’s voice was pained. An echo of what I felt in my chest.
“The Selene I knew would never have done this. Never would’ve done that to Atlas and the others. How could she?” I looked at Sere, and reiterated what Elys had told me before she left. About Selene’s vision— about the fire in the sky and Elys’ promise to leave me behind.
Sere listened attentively. Through the bond, I felt her processing– earnest and somber.
“She’s smart, Sere. What if… I’m scared she knew what was coming,” I confessed. “I’m scared she knew, and has been working against us this whole time. That it’s all a trap and we’re being led exactly where Fray wants us.”
Beside me, the commander was silent. It was a steady sort of silence, absent of judgment or mollification. It was understanding.
She took my hand, pulling it from my pocket and weaving our fingers together.
“It’s hard to imagine someone you love being able to do something like that. It’s hard for me, knowing you, to imagine she could ever want to.” She squeezed my hand. “I’ll be by your side. No matter what comes next.”
“If it comes down to it, will you fight them?” I asked. “Kill them?”
Sere’s answer was immediate. “Yes.”
“Because of Fray?”
“Because it’s what they would want me to do. It’s what I would want, if the roles were reversed. And it’s more than that. We made a promise to Elys.”
The children. The dozens of innocent young salvyre that slept in their beds, oblivious to the war that would soon be at their doorstep. I knew then that I too, as much as I detested the thought, would fight my family for them.
“Then it’s time to call a meeting.”
 
It took about an hour to round up all the important officials and gather them in Elys’ conference room. Many of the people who would normally sit around her table had traveled with her, and those who had been appointed in their absence were largely young-faced and weary, myself included.
Dyleth sat in a chair representing the sages. Mako represented the healers. I was grateful for their presence. The rest of the faces surrounding me were practically strangers.
    I stood beside Sere mutely as everyone gathered around the table. Her face was swept clean of any trace of worry or doubt, eyes hard as she watched people assemble sleepily into the room. With a quick command, everyone sat.
    “Commander, this is the second night in a row I have been summoned at a Gods-awful hour to this chamber. What’s going on?” A man to my right asked. Abbotts– an instructor from my junior years. He was old and had no magic, but he was quick as a whip with a dagger and deadlier than a viper.
    Sere swallowed, and let her arms rest casually on the table. It was a posture of confidence and control. Her hands did not shake, did not betray an ounce of the anxiety that was currently building deep in my stomach. Instead, Sere looked entirely at ease as her golden eyes swept across the faces in the room.
    “We received word this evening from an informant that the rebels are planning an attack on Arderiah.” She cut right to the chase. She did not waver. “It’s reliable. The attack on the city is a distraction. We are the real targets.”
    There was a sharp intake of breath across the room. Everyone seemed to wake up then, and a steady flow of questions were funneled at her. I cleared my throat, and the room went silent.
    Sere looked at me and nodded. Something unspoken passed between us, and when we turned to face the room again, it was me who addressed the council. “We’ve already taken the bait. We sent our strongest to Scarlett City to provide aid, and it has left us vulnerable. We are here because we seek your council. Our main priority is to protect the children.”
    Dyleth’s eyes flickered with something, but she said nothing.
Beside me, Abbotts rubbed his beard. “Well, a retreat is out of the question. The commander took our best horses. We won’t have enough for everyone, and the hike to the Blue Court is too risky for the children.”
I nodded. Sere and I had already ruled that option out.
“What do you suggest, instructor?”
“If I may,” Dyleth interrupted. My eyes slid to hers, finding solace in the familiar silver depths. “There’s another way into the Blue Court.”
My mentor glanced around the room, then seemed to come to a decision. I blinked, realizing with surprise that Mako was holding her hand.
“Beneath the sage’s hall there’s a system of underground tunnels,” she said. “Besides us, no one knows they’re there. They’re enchanted so that even someone with an affinity for earth would not be able to detect them.” Dyleth’s eyes met mine. “They are safe.”
There was a murmuring around the room at Dyleth’s words, and I could feel Sere’s surprise through the bond, a reflection of my own.
I wondered if Elys knew about this.
Abbotts leaned back in his seat, a slow smile pulling at his thin lips. “Well that’s interesting.”
“Where do the tunnels lead?” A woman to my right asked. She was the head of the caretakers for the younger salvyre. The babies and toddlers.
Dyleth didn’t answer. Her and Mako exchanged a glance. The room grew quiet, waiting for her reply. It was obvious she was weighing her response before she spoke. Trying to decide if the safety of everyone in Arderiah was worth revealing the secrets of her people.
“There is a tunnel that leads to a sage’s hall just inside the Blue Court,” she acquiesced. “With the little ones, it will be a three-day walk. At least.”
Sere leaned forward, brows furrowed. “Which hall?”
I could tell Dyleth was uncomfortable. That in ordinary circumstances, she never would have dreamed of sharing this information. I watched her, trying to read her expression. How far did these tunnels stretch? How long had they been there? Where else did they lead?
“I will take you to the one inside Fort Caeruleum,” she finally settled on.
“How safe are they? When have they last been used?” Abbotts asked. He shifted in his seat, looking at Dyleth inquisitively.
She tilted her chin, her expression steely. “It’s safe,” she said simply. I could see her locking up, and knew she wouldn’t say anything more. Not in front of all these people, at least. Her and Mako exchanged another glance.
Abbotts nodded. “All right then.” He turned to face me and Sere, expectant.
I felt Sere before I heard her, her presence a caress in our bond. “What do you think?”
What did I think?
I didn’t like it, that was for sure. But what choice did we have?
“Let’s do it.”
Our eyes locked.
“Agreed.”
Sere turned back to the table of people, many of whom were watching us tightly. They were afraid, I realized.
Arderiah had always been a safe place. One of the safest places in the Red Court. This was never supposed to happen.
“Pack only what you need,” Sere said to the group. “We must leave by dawn.”
“Dawn?” Someone echoed in the group. “That’s only hours away.”
“Arrangements will be made,” Abbotts said gruffly, nodding his approval at the decision.
There were panicked whispers.
I let my hands rest comfortably on the ledge of the table, and was pleased to see that much like Sere’s, they didn’t shake.
“Anyone who can walk, will walk. We’ll bring any wagons that can fit, but we must prepare the children for a long journey.” I turned to the head of the kitchen staff, who was watching me with a heavy frown. “Can you do it?” I asked simply. “How long will it take you to prepare for three day’s travel?”
The man grunted, his cheeks pink and skin glossy with sweat. “We have enough bread and dried meat in storage. Just need to pack it into a wagon. We’ll pack water, but tell everyone to bring their own water skins too.”
Sere nodded. “It’s decided then. Go back to your assigned areas and start waking people. Start packing. As soon as you’re ready, meet at the sage’s hall.”
    “What about the guards?” A man asked. Another instructor.
    If our intel was to be trusted, there was a good chance the rebels were still up by Lake Sunshine’s village. Which meant… “I imagine the attack will come from the north,” I murmured. I turned to Sere, thinking. “Give us an hour for everyone to get packed, then relieve the guards at the West and South Gates. I will personally relieve the guards at the North Gate. I’ll stay there until everyone is underground.”
    “No,” I heard Sere object through the bond. She grew still beside me, eyes narrowing.
    I shook my head. There was a creeping worry settling low in my stomach. Clea’s parents burned in my mind.
    “Theia,” Sere growled, this time out loud. I knew she could sense the direction my thoughts had headed. I could feel her frustration, even if she didn’t dare undermine me aloud. “What are you up to?”
    My heart stuttered. I could feel the council’s eyes on us, watching curiously. But I was trapped by Sere’s gaze– by the fire burning through our bond. She clenched her jaw, waiting.
“Someone needs to evacuate the village,” I thought finally, preparing for the argument. I couldn’t just leave. Not without trying to get them out too.
Sere cocked a brow.
But I wasn’t done. “You can make sure they all get into the tunnels. You don’t need me to lead them north.”
The cool fury in her expression chilled me to my bones.
    “Abandon the West and South Gates?” A man asked dubiously, interrupting our silent discussion. 
    I broke away from Sere and nodded at him. “Yes. I believe the rebels have been hiding somewhere north,” I explained. “They were staying with a baker in the town near Lake Sunshine. They’d be coming from that direction.”
    “If the rebels moved west to take the city, they could’ve left men behind in one of the towns that way,” Abbotts pointed out.
    I pursed my lips. I waited to see what Sere would say, but she was still staring at me, her expression hard and unreadable.
“I’ll take the post at the West Gate,” A woman with dark hair interjected. Amaera. She was a guard on the night shift. I knew her only because of Vas’ brief relationship with her the year prior.
“I’ll take the South Gate,” Abbotts declared.
Their quickness to help gave me courage.
“It shouldn’t take long to get everyone underground. Dyleth can ring the bell in the sage’s tower when they’re ready, and then you guys can go too,” I said to Amaera and Abbotts.
“What about you?” Dyleth cut in, pursing her lips. She gave me a look that I knew all too well.
“I’m—”
“Theia and I are going to travel above ground so we can evacuate Lake Sunshine’s Village,” Sere cut in smoothly. “We’ll meet you at Fort Caeruleum.”
I whipped my head back towards her and she cocked a brow, daring me to object.
“No more solitary trips for you, little siren,” came her voice through the bond. “I’m coming, too.”
My surprise must’ve been tangible, because her lips twitched. I’d expected a fight. Expected her to tell me it was too dangerous and not worth it. I’d expected her to remind me of my duty to Arderiah and the people here.
But her expression was smooth and unyielding. She was serious. She wanted to help. It tugged at something inside me.
“Okay.” I turned to face the group. “Sere will make sure everyone gets into the tunnels first.”
I gave her a look before she could object. “I’ll wait for you at the North Gate. Find me once everyone is underground.”
“It will be risky,” Dyleth murmured. “And who will lead us in your absence? What if something happens?” A silence settled over the room.
“Who indeed?” Sere echoed in my head. And despite her tone, she watched me expectantly, waiting.
Burying my nerves, I scanned the faces of those around me– taking inventory of the tired, worried set of their shoulders. These were all people who— only a year ago— I’d have considered my superiors. Infallible. Invulnerable.
And yet, now I sat among them, their leader. It was impossible and crazy and wrong. But as I turned back to Sere, the answer was already on my tongue. She gave an imperceptible nod.
“Dyleth, I trust you more than anyone to keep our people safe. You know the tunnels. You know our people. Will you take charge until we meet again in the Blue Court?”
Her silver eyes flashed. “I’m a sage. You know I cannot.”
“These are hardly times for semantics, mentor.”
I’d known Dyleth for a long time. And so, when her lips tightened ever so imperceptibly, a sense of rightness settled over me. I knew her expression of pride when I saw it.
“In that case, I’d be honored,” she said. And there was no need to say anything else. She knew the stakes. The rebels could be waiting for us out there.
There was a very real chance that once we parted ways, Dyleth and I might never see each other again.
But I knew, as wholly as I knew my salvyre were coming, that the rebels would burn through the village once they took Arderiah. That all of the Red Court would burn.
The villagers were innocents. I couldn’t leave them to bear that alone.
Sere shuffled beside me, and our arms brushed. I glanced up at her just as she turned back to the room, looking every inch the commander she was. Her eyes missed nothing as she took her people in, confidence in the set of her shoulders and in the tension of her jaw.
Seraphine Terrahaven was a force to be reckoned with.
Her hands flattened on the table in front of her, and a somberness settled over us all. “It’s time,” she said. “If everyone knows what their assignment is, then this meeting is over. Let’s get to work.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-Four
 
I sifted through my dresser, pulling out an extra pair of socks and stuffing them hastily into my bag. I’d long ago mastered the art of packing a bag quickly and effectively, but even so, I had a creeping feeling I was forgetting something. The sensation wouldn't abate, no matter how many things I threw into the bag.
A knock at the door startled me, and I reached reflexively for the dagger at my thigh.
When I spun and golden eyes met mine, I relaxed.
“You’re ready?”
Sere leaned against the doorframe. “Yeah.” Her expression was displeased as she crossed her large arms across her chest.
I cocked a brow. “What?”
She exhaled. “Just a bad feeling, is all.”
Now that we were alone, there was no need to keep secrets. “Me too.”
“I’d feel much better with you down in those tunnels, siren.”
“You don’t trust me?” I put down the fifth pair of socks I was about to stuff into my bag.
“Of course I trust you.” Sere rolled her eyes. “And I won’t delude myself into thinking if I ordered you to get down there, you’d actually go.”
“Good.” At least she knew it. Maybe it was wrong since she was technically my superior, but I wouldn’t flee without at least trying to get through the village. I couldn’t. “Then I won’t delude myself into thinking if I told you I could do this on my own, you’d let me,” I told her coyly.
Her eyes darkened dangerously. “Absolutely not.”
“You’re worried about me?” A small smile tugged at my lips.
“Drop it, Stormfury,” she grumbled, running a hand down her face. “Seriously though. I don’t know. Something just feels wrong.”
Something did feel wrong. But it wasn’t like we had many options. I couldn’t leave without getting Clea’s family out. Zak. The others. I couldn’t leave them behind. “The tunnels are safe,” I reminded her. “And we’ll be careful on the road. We’re good.”
She sighed. “Yeah, I know. You’re right.”
“It’ll be fine.” I turned back to the bed and continued packing my bag. I stuffed in a bar of soap, some bandages, and an extra dagger, along with my freshly refilled water pouch. Once I was satisfied, I pulled the drawstrings tight.
Sere pressed into me from behind, her hands settling low on my hips. I hadn’t even heard her move, and so I jumped a bit as her body, warm and firm, fitted against my back. Energy sizzled between us, and for a moment, my mind went utterly blank.
“I don’t want any surprises, siren,” She murmured, her breath fanning across my ear. “You stick by my side. We’re in this together, got it?”
My breath caught in my throat. My hands were frozen on the bag, all of my senses narrowed in on the spots our bodies touched. Is this what it would always be like? I couldn’t help but lean into her, absorbing her warmth.
“No surprises,” I agreed in a whisper. I swallowed hard as her fingers, hot and callused, gripped me tighter. “I won’t leave without you. I promise.”
Sere dragged her nose slowly across the side of my neck, halting just below my ear. She inhaled, then nodded against my skin. “I’m not through with you just yet. So be careful, yeah?”
She said the last part so quietly, so gently, that my heart skipped. I turned in her arms, letting my palms rest on her biceps. My stomach did flips as her honey eyes gazed down at me, entirely molten.
“I will.” I let my hands tighten, the muscles thick and firm beneath my touch. “You too though, okay? We’re getting out of here. We just have to cross into the Blue Court. He won’t touch us there.”
Something flashed through her eyes, and for a moment, I got a glimpse past her mask. I felt her muscles tense under my touch, and she leaned closer, all commander, all wild soldier, and entirely attentive to me. I could see the fire burning in her gaze. Fear and uncertainty, mixed with a fiery sort of promise. She’d burn down anyone who got in her way. Witnessing such passion was enough to elicit a shiver.
She stepped back, letting her arms fall away. “I’ll meet you at the North Gate as soon as they’re ready,” she murmured. “Don’t do anything stupid, okay?”
My lips twitched as I slid my bag over my back, a snide remark forming on my tongue. I started to open my mouth, only to be cut short when she reached out once more. Her long fingers curled around the back of my neck and pulled me in. Featherlight, her lips ghosted across mine.
“I mean it, siren,” she whispered. “Be good.” And then her mouth was on mine– firm and hot, full of fire and promise. I became lost, my mind a blur of sandalwood, smoke, and Sere’s tongue.
When she pulled away, my breath was shaky. I blinked up at her through hooded lids, watched as her expression hardened back into the one she had worn during the meeting earlier. The leader. The Commander.
I sucked in a sharp breath, feeling my cheeks warm. “Yes ma’am.”

 
The air was cool as I paced the North Gate. The horizon was just starting to pinken in the distance, and I could feel the waning energy as the moon set.
    There was still a knot of nerves in the pit of my stomach, but I had done my best to quiet it. I’d focused instead on the memories of the alley. The days I’d been held hostage by Matteus Fray. I remembered being struck by Sierra’s arrows. Being carved into by Kian’s blade, the nude woman tattooed on his arm winking at me as he tore away strip after strip of my flesh.
    I let anger and resentment fill me. It gave me strength. At my hip, my sword was an extra limb, sharp and ready to be wielded. The air around me tingled with energy, my palms itching with fire and ice.
    I was power. I would not fail.
    The guards at the North Gate had welcomed me when I approached. I didn’t know how much Amaera had told them, but by the tightness in their faces, I could guess they knew enough. They looked tense. Unease had filtered through the morning breeze.
When I dismissed them to go pack their bags, I was surprised by the resistance I met. The dozen soldiers simply stared at me, unmoving. At first I thought it was defiance, but as I scanned the group, the blend of young and old faces, of salvyre and enlisters alike, I realized that wasn’t it.
I turned to the highest ranking officer of the guard, a brow cocked in disbelief. She simply shook her head. “Commander, please don’t take this as disrespect. But we’d rather burn than abandon our post.”
Their loyalty warmed me. Steadied me. I looked at them all, genuine admiration in my heart. “I thank you for your service,” I told them, pausing to hold the gaze of each guard. “But you are needed elsewhere. These walls are just walls. Arderiah is down in those tunnels. And those children need you far more than these brick buildings do.”
I could see the guards mulling over my words. It was a game of numbers, and I watched them process that. My single life in comparison to their twelve? They looked unconvinced, but I would not be disobeyed.
“Go,” I ordered firmly. “Your duty is to your people. If something goes wrong, those children need to be protected. They will need you. Go. Pack enough for three days of travel and meet at the sage’s hall. You will receive further directions there.”
The air was tense. And then, slowly, the guards saluted me. Nodded at me and shook my hand as they passed, respect in the tightness of their lips and the set of their brows.
I was so young, so untested. I had no salvyre. I had no pins or medals.
But they looked at me in a way I’d never been looked at before. And as they left to do as I said, as they returned to their apartments to pack, I felt a weird zap in my chest of something I couldn’t quite place.
The earlier sensation I’d had earlier came creeping back. Something wasn’t right. It was like I was forgetting something— something important. With every step I took I felt something in my chest pull tighter, filling me with dread.
I took a breath to steady myself, palming the sword at my hip. Up on the wall, some forty or fifty feet up, I could see for miles. Once the sun was higher in the sky, Lake Sunrise would be visible just beyond the line of rocks in the distance. I could already see the dark shadows of farm homes and stubborn vegetation.              
I walked steadily along the path of the wall, keeping my eyes watchful. The wall wrapped around all of Arderiah, with only three entrances– the North, West, and South Gates. It towered all the way into the ocean, cutting through the high cliffs and stopping only a mile or so out into the Lost Lake. I paced eastward now, keeping my eyes focused on the land below.
Distantly, I heard the toll of the sage’s bell. The signal. Relief coursed through me. The children were safe.
Salty air accosted my nose. I breathed deeply, letting it calm my nerves. I rubbed at the pommel of my sword, scanning the horizon as I moved. The homes were still shadowed, but just beginning to become visible in the rising sun. The scattered joshua trees swayed gently in the breeze.
After I got close enough to the water, I turned to walk back the way I had come. I moved slowly, feeling the glare of the rising sun at my back. Pinks, yellows, and purples seeped into the land.
It wasn’t until I was nearly back to the North gate that I heard it.
Soft groans, nearly inaudible, sounded from somewhere below. I paused, holding my breath, and waited.
I didn’t have to wait long. There was a low gasp, followed by a grunt. Adrenaline coursed through me as I stalked forward, eyes searching along both sides of the wall for the source of the sound. “Hello?” I called, my voice cutting like a blade through the early morning air.
Nothing.
I swore, continuing down the walk. I moved past the gate, westward, eyes narrowing.
Then from somewhere ahead, the groan sounded again. I took off, racing down the wall and towards the West Gate, a sinking feeling in my stomach. My braid flew behind me as I ran, the cool air blowing wildly against my face.
When I reached the West Gate, and Amaera wasn’t there, my heart stuttered in my chest.
“Amaera?” I called into the shadows, my gaze searching frantically. All I could see were purple tinged trees and shrubs, the pinkening dry dirt. Everything else was still hidden, not yet touched by the sun.
Something gurgled below me and my blood cooled.
With an easy flick of my wrist, my arm lit up in a burst of flames, burning blindingly bright. I held my arm over the edge of the wall and looked down. I froze.
There was a figure, sprawled out in an unnatural position, twitching on the hard ground.
Amaera.
My flames surged.
Her body writhed against itself, hands grasping at the long arrow jutting out from her neck. She coughed and moaned, legs twisting at impossible angles.
She had been hit and fallen from the battlements, I realized.
“Amaera is down,” I called frantically into the bond. I let my fire go out, and ducked behind a pillar to avoid being seen. For a brief moment I considered opening the gate and running down to grab Amaera. It would be quick and easy. Perhaps one of the healers could still help her.
But then, with a crashing sense of defeat, I knew I couldn’t. It was too risky. Whoever had shot her was still out there.
“Sere,” I tried again, my heart in my throat. “Can you hear me? Amaera is down.”
No response.
There was a crackling noise that I recognized all too well. I swore and ducked, just as a huge explosion sounded, sending me sprawling backwards in a burst of energy. I scrambled to my feet, rock and debris flying around me. Dust filled my lungs and it burned. I could feel the stone walkway cracking.  I swore again and let my arms fly out, summoning with all my strength the water in the air around me. It bent to my will, coating the battlement like a second skin and freezing under my touch.
The wall held.
I could hear the ice cracking under pressure, but I was able to rush to the staircase in time, sprinting down them two steps at a time.
Sere wasn’t answering because she didn’t hear me, I convinced myself. I just wasn’t strong enough to project that far yet. But she surely would have heard the explosion, I reasoned. Sere was smart. She would make sure everyone got into the tunnels. It would be okay.
There was another explosion, just as I burst from the stairwell. I spun just in time to watch the North Gate shake in the distance, then collapse in a heap of rubble, brick, and smoke. I swore again, then raced to the opening in the West Gate, desperate to find Amaera.
They had planted bombs at the gates, I realized. And I had no idea how much longer my ice reinforcements would hold the wall upright.
“Amaera!” I called, gripping the pommel of my sword and pulling it from its sheath. I entered the cloud of settling dust, eyes and ears on alert. Debris fell around me, my ice cracking under the weight of it. I sprinted through the arch anyway, the wooden gates entirely gone, my eyes blurring as I blinked past the smoke.
“Amaera!” I screamed again.
Nothing. My heart thudded in my chest so loudly that I couldn’t hear anything else. The energy around me pulsed and hummed, a heady cocktail that beat in time with my adrenaline. I folded my free arm across my mouth and nose, trying to block out the worst of the smoke as I moved to where Amaera had fallen.
An arrow whizzed through the air, narrowly missing my head.
I swore as I ducked, tightening my grip on my sword and scanning the area wildly. There was a deafening crack, and a large stone stumbled to the ground somewhere behind me.
“We don’t have to miss,” a voice called from the smoke.
In response, flames burned up and down my arms, all the way from my shoulders to the tip of my sword. The voice was unfamiliar, but the menacing tone it held was enough to shatter the cage around my rage. I honed the anger, and focused.
A figure stepped out of the smoke, its face shrouded by a red kerchief. 
“I’ve always found that if a person feels the need to brag about something,” I stepped forward, “they’re probably not very good.”
They pulled their own sword free from their waist, dark eyes narrowing. “Well, I’ve always found a woman’s mouth looks best wrapped around my cock,” he snarled back.
I decided I’d heard enough. Growling through my teeth, I charged the man with my sword.
He blocked my blow and countered easily, metal clanking loudly. I sucked a breath through my teeth, meeting the man’s gaze and glaring.
“Why are you here?” I demanded between blows.
He shook his head, and during the slight pause another arrow whizzed by. I swore as it nicked my arm. The bands of flame surged around me, as if begging to be used.
“Why are you here?” I demanded again, louder this time. I countered his strike expertly, letting my free hand fly blindly out to the space behind him, a wave of blue flames surging in a ring outwards from my fingertips.
A shriek of pain sounded from somewhere in the smoke, and I narrowed my eyes at the man. We stood locked in combat for another moment, eyes locked, neither of us yielding as the screaming continued somewhere behind him.
Finally, he grinned wickedly. “You stupid girl,” he said over a laugh. “I’m just another distraction.”
The North Gate. It was wide open.
“Sere!” I called again into the bond. No answer.
“Mother fucker,” I swore, and in one easy twist, my sword cut through the air and sliced deep into his throat. His hands flew up to his neck, sword clattering loudly to the ground as his fingers grasped at the wound. Blood dripped down his arms.
A small gurgle escaped him, not unlike the one that came from Amaera, and the man crumbled to the ground.
The dust was beginning to finally settle, and in the gentle streams of morning light, I saw a figure laying on the ground, twitching and moaning. I sheathed my sword and sprinted to them, sliding on my knees at their side.
“Amaera!” I breathed, hands moving to touch her.
Only it wasn’t Amaera.
I recoiled at the sight of the woman crumpled before me. The rebel woman was charred beyond recognition, her quick pants dragging through what remained of her broken, blackened lips. Her bow had scattered just beyond reach.
I pushed my nerves aside and focused. “What have you come for?” I demanded of the woman. “How many of you? Tell me, and I'll end your suffering.” I searched the woman’s face wildly for an answer. Were my salvyre here? Selene?
But the woman was too far gone. Her eyes were burned to a gooey black tar, and I doubted she was able to even hear and process what I was saying.
I swore again, then slid my dagger from my thigh.
I tested its weight for only a moment before I sliced it across the woman’s throat.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-Five
 
Amaera was dead.
I found her body shortly after killing the two rebels at the West Gate. I felt guilty leaving her there, still crumpled painfully as she had fallen, the arrow still deep in her throat. But I had no time. I had to get to the North Gate.
I raced there, muscles burning as I flew. My mind flashed with images of Amaera, dead. Of the rebels, dead.
I remembered Kian. What he and his brother had done, and how much they had hurt me. What they had taken. I let that fuel me.
A trap. It had been a trap.
I thought of Sere and everything that had been done to her. Of her giving everything for her salvyre, just to lose them anyway.
I thought of Selene. Of my salvyre, down in that basement.
I gripped the ensuing anger with everything I had.
Smoke and dust clouded the air around the North Gate too, though it was beginning to settle. My eyes stung as I rubbed them.
And then I heard the crunch of footsteps, just beyond a cracked area of the wall. I raced forward, weapon drawn.
A figure rose from the dust, and there was a sickening sloosh as they pulled their sword out of a kerchiefed rebel. The rebel gurgled, then fell to the ground, gasping. At my approach the figure glanced over their shoulder, and honey eyes met mine.
“Sere,” I breathed. Tension I hadn’t realized I’d be carrying uncoiled in an instant, and I lowered my weapon.
The rebel continued to twitch at her feet, and Sere turned back to them, slicing their neck open in one fell swoop. The rebel stilled. Blood spilled onto the ground, but neither of us spoke as she wiped her sword and sheathed it. I glanced behind her, at the rubble and debris, heart clenching when I spotted three other bodies. More dead rebels.
My eyes flickered back to Sere when she moved, striding towards me purposefully. I’d sheathed my weapon too, but was entirely alert, entirely aware that there could be other rebels waiting to strike. We had to go. We were sitting ducks out here.
Sere came to a stop in front of me, her stony features revealing nothing as she reached out to cup the side of my neck. She pulled me close, until our faces were only inches apart.
“I was trying to warn you,” I whispered. Anxiety swirled inside me as I looked at the blood that was pooling around the rebels body. It stained the dirt crimson. It could’ve easily been my blood. Or hers.
Sere’s fingers tightened. Her thumb tucked under my chin, forcing me to look up at her.
“You’re okay?” Was all she asked, eyes dark as they searched mine.
“I’m fine.” But my voice shook. “Amaera’s dead.”
“When we rang the bell and she didn’t come…” Sere trailed off. She released my neck, and her hand slid down my arm. When her fingers brushed the tear in my shirt where the arrow had nicked me, I flinched. Her eyes narrowed as they took in the spot, then snapped up to meet mine once more.
There was enough fire in her gaze to burn all of Arderiah to the ground.
“They’re dead,” I promised, though it did little to dull the flames. I pushed her hand away, and jerked my chin to the stables. “Come on, we have to go. Is everyone safe?”
That seemed to snap her out of it. “Yes.”
We scanned the courtyard as we passed through it, missing nothing. It seemed— suspiciously– that there were no other rebels. The emptiness was unnerving. Something was very wrong; I could feel it deep in my gut.
I reminded myself that we’d gotten everyone out. There was no one left to protect. And if there were other rebels here somewhere, I had no intention of sticking around and finding out.
The sun beamed down hard overhead, a particularly harsh February morning, even for the Red Court. Still, I found myself oddly numb. The familiar path and air dulled my nerves. It could really be any average day– I could almost imagine my salvyre already in town waiting for me. Ready for a day of debauchery.
Sere and I approached on horseback. By the time we reached the outskirts of the village, my stomach was in knots. There didn’t appear to be anyone out and about in the streets or fields. The path was silent and still as we went.
The peace didn’t last.
    As the storefronts and marketstands of downtown became visible, the smell hit us. It was putrid and potent. Unlike anything I’d smelled before. I coughed as the odor thickened, waving a hand across my face. “Gods, what the fuck is that?”
    But with one glance at Sere, her face white as she stared ahead, I knew.
    “Sere?”
    “I think we should turn back,” she said quietly.
    Dread swept my body, and I clenched the reins tighter. “You don’t think…?” I couldn't bring myself to say it aloud. To voice what I believed could be causing the smell— what I knew could only be death, decay, and pain.
    She pulled her horse to a stop and faced me. The light reflected off of Lake Sunshine, casting the side of her face in a harsh glow. “Let’s go back. We can take the–”
    “Sere,” I interrupted as I stopped beside her. Her eyes met mine, and in them I saw the raw panic and despair I knew all too well from my nightmares. My heart clenched. “Stay here and keep an eye out,” I instructed her. “I’ll check it out.”
    She opened her mouth to reply, and I shook my head, choosing instead to speak directly through the bond. “Stay here. If I need backup, I’ll let you know.”
“There won’t be anyone left,” she thought back. “You can’t unsee what will be waiting there. Trust me. Let’s turn back.”
But I had to see. Sere may have had the certainty of two years of captivity, but I didn’t. I had to look for survivors. I had to bear witness.
I could see the emotions warring across her face, but it was settled firmly behind her conviction.
“Stay,” I told her.
But it was like talking to a wall.
There were only a few, at first.
They’d obviously been dragged from their beds and slaughtered, then laid in neat rows along the dry, pebbled dirt. Clea’s parents were among them.
Sere’s face was entirely stoic as I dismounted. I barely made it a step before I heaved up last night’s dinner. I vomited until I tasted bile.
There was a crunch and then Sere was beside me, rubbing my back, pushing damp strands of hair away from my sweaty face.
And that was only the beginning.
As we neared the center of town and the houses became closer together, so did the bodies. The main street was quiet, and a cool breeze blew gently eastward. In the clear light of day, I could see Oren’s Tavern scorched beyond recognition. With it, had gone the inns on either side. The surviving shops were all trashed, doors hanging off hinges and goods shattered in the streets.
Sere had shuttered herself behind her stony facade once more. This was not her first time in a village Matteus Fray had razed. She’d pulled a black cloth around her nose and mouth to block the smell. I allowed my mind to wander— Sere had done this before. She’d been forced to not only bear witness but to perpetrate these crimes herself.
I’d seen enough. I could only imagine how she felt.
“We were just here,” I whispered, eyes watering. “How?”
She shook her head. “Fray has a flair for the dramatics. He was hoping we’d come this way.” Her hand trembled as she gripped the pommel of her sword. “Appears he had a busy night, dragging the bodies out like this. They’re not all fresh.”
There would be no one left. I understood that now.
“Let’s go.”
Hardened honey eyes met mine. We didn’t need words to share our pain, our defeat. Our silence said it all.
And then the crunch of boots on dry dirt pierced the air.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-Six
 
 
The idea that there might’ve been a survivor– that someone could have prevailed against the rebellion’s wrath, had me whirling. Distantly, I felt it as Sere gripped my arm. But I was already searching, already spotting the figures across the way.
“No.”
It was only the decades of training that kept my legs steady. My brain was slamming forward, moving years ahead, while my body remained trapped in time. My heart was in my mouth.
For, across the short expanse of dirt and debris, dressed in rebel red and armed to the teeth, were Atlas and Vas.
“No,” I whispered again.
    They stood together, in the same dirt path we’d run through as children. The path we’d taken to Oren's Tavern and the shops and to Lake Sunshine. It was the path we’d walked drunk in and fought in, laughed in, carried each other through. It had seen us in all seasons— the scalding heat of summer, the chill of winter and rebirth of spring.
Even shrouded by shadows, I knew it was them. Knew by the shape of their bodies, their posture, the way they held their weapons.
Beneath me, the ground rumbled deeply at Vas’ command.
There was no hesitation to their strides. They continued forward, twin beacons of strength— Vas strong, unyielding, powerful. Atlas was his exact opposite— lean, lithe, and full of grace. Everything was wrong and right at once.
A sound, almost inhuman, escaped from somewhere deep in my throat. The ground shook harder under my feet. The rocks beside me bounced and clattered against each other.
The fear that wracked through me in that moment was not for my safety. Not even for my life. Slowly, I brushed Sere’s hand away, feeling her tension, hearing her warning in the bond. But I couldn’t look away.
Selene and Dimitri were noticeably absent. A cold chill washed over me.
Anger gripped me then. Fray had done this to them. And it was all because Selene had agreed to that bargain. Because I’d let them take me all those months ago.
A gust of wind whipped through the field, my braid flying across my shoulder. I felt another brush of warning through the bond, and then energy tingled in the air around me. I gripped at it instinctively, fire and ice coiling up my arms. Twin blades of ice hardened at my back, lethally sharp.
“Atlas,” I called shakily. The ground continued to growl, but I knew they were close enough that could hear me. I waited, hoping beyond hope, stomach twisting, that they would snap out of it. Sere had done it. So could they.
“Vas?” I tried again when there was no response.
Gods above, please. Please help them
snap out of it.
When Atlas’ lips moved, my chest lifted hopefully.
Except, it wasn’t their voice that spoke. It was something grisly and wrong. “Where are they?” They rasped.
Something inside me splintered. No. No. “You can fight this.” I pleaded as they continued forward, weapons still drawn. “Sere can help you– right? She did it.”
Urgency rippled through our bond. “I did. You can too. I can help,” she replied from my side.
Neither of them so much as glanced at each other, but somehow they moved in a synchronicity that reminded me of the wolves Sere had told me of from her exam.
A hive mind. It was like they had a hive mind.
Like Atlas, when Vas spoke, it was with none of the warmth or inflection I knew.
“Where are the children?” He asked coldly. The emptiness in his voice was like a blade to my gut. Not Vas. No.
My eyes trailed down his form, taking in his familiar shape. They caught on the sleeve of his shirt, which was knotted just above where his left wrist should be.
“What happened to you?” I whispered, barely getting the words out.
Something flashed in his eyes, and I got the briefest flicker of my Vas. He was there, hidden behind a veil of Matteus Fray’s bargain. He was there, and hurting.
My heart broke.
“Fray would’ve given them commands,” Sere said into the bond. “They’re there, but it's not them. Not entirely. He could’ve told them all sorts of things– stick to a script, stay neutral, attack at this word, at this moment.”
As if on cue, their swords raised in unison.
“You have to fight it,” I tried desperately, taking a step back. I held up my hands, still ablaze, as their weapons glinted in the light.
Neither spoke. They continued forward, strangers possessed. I searched their expressions, frantically trying to find evidence that there was something in them that could still hear me. That was fighting to get to the surface. Anything.
“I know you’re in there Vas,” I tried. He was. I knew it. “Come on. I know you’re in there.”
There was a crunch behind me. I jumped to the side, pivoting sharply to adjust my field of vision. With instinctual grace, Sere moved until we were back to back, angled so we faced our enemies sideways. She kept her shoulders squared towards Atlas and Vas, while I faced our newcomer.
“What do you want to do?” Sere asked into the bond. She gripped her sword, but did not draw it.
But my body had locked up. I couldn’t find the words in me to reply.
A sword in each hand, Dimitri strode across the dirt road, his expression deadly. A predator closing in on its prey. The ground rumbled.
I gritted my teeth, tightening my grip on the energy coiling around me. “Dimitri, please, it’s me,” I said hoarsely. Real fear filled me then. This could be it. They would attack, and I’d have to fight back.
I’d have to fight them. Really fight them.
“Dim, it’s me,” I repeated desperately.
His expression remained controlled. His eyes, usually so dark and rich, felt cold and empty.
From behind him, stepping from the shadows with ease, two other figures emerged.
    There was a flash of short red hair, ever pin-straight. Pale eyes lifted, staring unseeingly in my direction.
It was as if a switch flipped in Sere. Beside me, she stiffened. Fire coursed through the bond.
“Ashridge, you fucking snake,” she growled.
Lord Brutus Ashridge stood entirely too close to my sister. Seeing her small body next to his towering one– remembering the way he’d stretched and changed before my eyes– I wanted to leap between them. The Silver-Clawed Shifter grinned.
“Hello again,” He said. And the normalcy in his voice was infuriating.
“Theia, please. Just come back and hear us out,” Selene interjected. Her voice carried through the air like bells. “No one will hurt the kids.”
I ignored her– I couldn’t bear to even look at her, and faced Ashridge, my flames flaring. He was the one running the show here, that much was clear.
“They’ll move at his word,” Sere confirmed.
“Call them off,” I bit out. “Please– this is wrong.”
“Submit,” Ashridge said simply.
I felt the air shift. The edges of my vision frayed to black, and I fought to keep Dimitri’s influence at bay.
“Fuck,” Sere swore behind me. She had much less experience fighting his sort of effect than I did.
“You captain types are insufferable,” Ashridge drawled with a roll of his eyes. “Seraphine, you were supposed to make sure this one was dead. Imagine Fray’s surprise when you never came home?”
“The rebels were never my home,” Sere seethed. She shifted, and our arms brushed.
“Such a savior,” he sneered sarcastically. He shifted, and his eyes carried over to my siblings before returning to me. “And so quick to call me names. You may not agree with my methods, but when you support the false king, you turn your back on people like the ones in this village. The only people Ciro looks out for are the ones that have something to offer him. I’m standing up for my people.”
“You are not standing up for them,” I snapped incredulously. “You turned Lake Sunshine’s Village into a mass grave.”
Ashridge’s eyes flicked to mine, cold and bored, before flicking back to Sere. “You’ve really told her nothing,” he tsked. “Two years, Seraphine, and you really still can’t accept the truth?”
“You’re deluded,” Sere replied. I glanced back at her, to see she was staring down my salvyre with narrowed eyes. Atlas and Vas watched her back passively. Through the bond I felt her fear. Fear not for herself, or even for me, but fear that we might really have to fight my salvyre. Fear at what that would mean.
“These people are the ones that refused us.” Ashridge took a few steps forward, seeming to grow in size as he did. Selene and Dimitri flanked him. “They had a choice: join us or die. Leaving them alive was too much of a risk. They’re obviously happy to talk, I’m sure you both remember.”
The baker.
“You threaten people every step of the way,” Sere growled. “You manipulate, you coerce, you torture. There’s no choice. There’s never any choice.”
“So what, you’d rather give up?” Ashridge growled. The sudden vehemence there pricked my skin. “We allow it all to continue? Kidnapping babies at birth? Sacrificing them, for what? To live a life of servitude? The salvyre are enslaved. And they’re not taking babies from the wealthy. Not the powerful. They’re taking them from people who can’t fight back. Who have no say.”
My mind flitted back to Clea’s parents— to her younger sister who had been selected. My chest tightened at the thought that he might be right– there might be truth there.
But it didn’t change anything. The rebels had killed her parents. No matter what their motives were– there was no justifying the bodies that littered this street.
“If you were really doing the right thing, you wouldn’t need to enslave people to get them to support you. You’re just as bad. No. You’re worse,” I told him.
Ashridge straightened. “It’s not all black and white, little salvyre.”
My salvyre was inching closer. Arms still wrapped in flames, I reached down for my sword. “Stay back,” I warned.
“Come with us,” Selene said simply. “You told me once you’d do anything for us. Give us the children and come. There doesn’t need to be any more blood.”
“Give you the…” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. This time I looked at her, a shock rippling through me at the sight of her familiar, kind face. “They’ve killed so many people,” I snarled, the repulsion clear on my face. “All those people at the Tavern. Clea’s cousin. Remember Amaera? She’s dead too. And gods— what they did to me. To me, Selene. You must have an idea of it, surely? And you expect me to give you the children?” Pain seeped into my voice. “All these people. They were innocents. I will never—”
Ashridge laughed, interrupting me. Selene was the only one of them unarmed, and I wondered what she had seen that led her to this point. Elys trusted her. But as Sere’s back pressed firmly into me, her alarm sounding down the bond, I wondered if she’d been right to.
“Would it make you feel better if I told you there was not a single timeline where preserving their lives was possible?” My sister exclaimed, the beginnings of despair entering her voice. “Their threads were all blackened. Death-bound. Lake Sunshine’s Village was doomed to burn.”
“This is going to go south soon,” came Sere’s voice into the bond. She held her sword in front of her. “What do you want to do?”
This was my salvyre. She was waiting for my call.
I pressed my lips into a thin line. “You’re the oracle. Can’t you see the children yourself?” I paused, staring down my sister. “Tell me, where do our threads go today? Am I death-bound? Matteus Fray hates me. Ashridge was already sent once to have me done in. Did you know he’d do that when you made the bargain to save me?”
“Enough,” Ashridge snarled. Oh, I had struck a nerve. The air around us was tense, filled with the pressure of my salvyre’s silence.
“Theia, please. This is the one future where we stand a chance.” Selene reached out, her hand an offering between us. “Don’t you trust me? I’m sorry about what happened to you. If I could’ve prevented it, I would’ve. But please, Theia. This is the only way.”
Why was she so herself, while my salvyre were like a bunch of mindless zombies?
“There is no future worth fighting for that involves handing innocents over to Matteus Fray. None.” My heart was beating wildly in my chest. Part of me wanted to accept what she was saying and go with her. To trust her that it would all be okay. But this wasn’t my sister, not really. This was only a woman who’d taken a bargain with Matteus Fray.
“Do you think I would’ve accepted his bargain if it wasn’t the right thing to do?” Selene pressed. “I did this because it was our only choice. It’s bigger than you or me or even the Red Court. Please, Theia. Just come with us.”
“Come with you? Back to that man?” I took a furious step forward. “I’m sure in your searching, you saw what he had Kian do to me? Every night in that basement, I was tortured. Violated. Scarred. Did you know it would happen, all those months ago, when you had that vision? When you told Elys to keep me here? Did you know what he would do to me.”
Her face shuttered. “Tell us where they are, Theia.”
The knot in my stomach coiled tighter. I could see it in her eyes. I sense it in her frustration and hear it in her intonation. Pieces were fitting together, and the picture they were forming was ugly and violent and the ultimate betrayal.
“You’re not like them,” I put together. “The bargain…”
“I’m asking you— as my sister. As my captain. Where are they?”
If I hadn’t already emptied my stomach, I might’ve thrown up.
“Find them yourself,” I snarled. “I won’t help you.”
The grumbling beneath my feet intensified.
I’d once thought I knew this woman as well as I knew myself. But at that moment, I couldn’t have deduced what she was thinking for all the money in the world.
“Someone is blocking me,” she said coolly. She tucked her hands behind her back.
I blinked. “Blocking you?”
“That’s enough,” Ashridge cut in.
“Oh, shut the fuck up.”
The High Lord and Commander of the Red Court did not look pleased at my tone. He stiffened. “I'd watch yourself if I were you,” he growled. “You have no idea what I’m capable of.”
“Yeah. Right.” I stared impassively across the midway. “Well, you’re too late. The children should be in the Blue Court by now.” A lie, but they’d be there soon enough. They didn’t need to know about the miles of tunnel underground.
The ground rumbled beneath us again. The edges of my vision blurred as Dimitri’s magic surged. I resisted the lure, tethering myself to the silver cord in my mind.
For a moment, silence stretched between us. It was deafening.
Dimitri’s step forward broke the quiet. The sun was finally parting beyond the lips of the rooftops, and the metal of his swords glinted.
“You stubborn brat,” Ashridge said, sounding smug. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. What must be done will be done.”
That must’ve been the signal.
    I had barely exhaled, before Dimitri was moving. Throwing himself towards me across the way, swords slicing through the air. Sere’s warning burst through the bond.
    But I was just as fast.
Metal clanged together. We met across the midway, my body meeting his in a dance we’d done so many thousand times before. My energy was like lightning inside me. I was the storm and the seas and Nyra’s magic burned inside me like venom.
“Tell me,” Dimitri hissed as he lunged. “Where are they?”
I dodged the blow, and countered.
“They escaped,” I snarled. I released the stream of water from my wrist like a whip, but Dimitri jerked away before I could freeze it, knowing the move intimately. “They’re gone. it’s over.”
Ashridge laughed, and the sound had an edge to it that caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand up. The ground rumbled then and I stumbled, barely catching myself.
Atlas and Vas had joined the fight.
“We have people placed along all the routes. I’ll find them either way. You may as well save me some trouble,” Ashridge called. “End this before it gets ugly.”
I stepped back, and Atlas filled Dimitri’s space. Sere’s flames surged as she stood off with Vas.
Atlas didn’t hesitate. Their sword swung a little too close, and I leapt out of the way.
A sudden dread coursed through me. I didn’t want to fight them. Not like this. “Call them off. I’m telling the truth,” I begged.
Ashridge smirked and crossed his arms across his chest. Selene stood beside him, her expression stoic. “Tell me what I want to know.”
“I am,” I hissed.
Atlas lunged again and I retreated. I blocked their every attack, but refused to strike back. Refused to take the offensive. They moved lithely, quick and lethal.
Ashridge and Selene followed as my siblings forced Sere and I back. I struggled, terrified I would hurt Atlas. I could see the emptiness in their eyes, the hollowness where my best friend was supposed to be.
When we were perhaps a hundred meters from the waters of Lake Sunshine, I changed tactics. I gritted my teeth and summoned the water, thrusting a wave of it at my salvyre, hoping to even just sway their balance.
Atlas blocked me easily, their non-dominant hand raising in a smooth gesture. A flash of white energy burst from their palm. The water parted around it.
“They’re not in the Blue Court. Not yet. Tell me what I want to know.”
“They’re not here!” I exclaimed angrily. A strand of hair fell loose from my braid. It hung awkwardly across my face, but I didn’t dare shift my gaze from Atlas or my hands from my weapon. Again and again our swords clanged together in the morning sun.
Beside me, Sere moved like a hardened warrior. Sweat glistened above her brow, but there was no other indication of strain. She was still waiting for my command. Her movements were purely defensive. This was my salvyre, and she would not hurt them if she could help it.
Still though, her worry was tangible. We couldn’t do this forever.
“Where are they?”
“Well on their way to the Blue Court, like I said. There’s no one here. It’s just us,” I snapped.
There was a rumbling, and the ground around me shot up, surrounding me on all sides. My sword clattered to the ground as earth wrapped tightly around my arms, legs, and torso. I struggled, but my efforts were fruitless. Sere cried out beside me.
Ashridge brushed Atlas aside and stood directly before me. “No more games,” he commanded.
There was a low hissing noise. Sere’s control snapped, and around me, steam billowed out and clouded the air. It cut away my visibility– leaving us in a hazy mist. Through the bond, energy radiated from her in waves.
Cords of silver power coursed between us. I could hear the commotion, the grumble and cracking of earth and fire and ice. I knew Sere was fighting them —my salvyre— and my body tensed. I wanted to tell her to be careful, not to hurt them, but I couldn’t find the words. So instead I thrashed against my bindings, desperate to de-escalate things before they worsened. My lungs filled with smoke and I felt the pull and push of energy, the crunch as ice met rock.
Anger flooded me. I would not plead with Ashridge any longer. Fire coursed through my veins. I would end this now.
“Call them off,” I growled. The voice that came out of me sounded foreign, unfamiliar. It was infused with power.
Ashridge barked a laugh from somewhere behind me. “Submit.”
I erupted.
Like a volcano, I exploded in a burst of heat and fire. The rock that held me burst away in a storm of flaming embers. Exhaling sharply through my nose, I curled my hands into fists, pulling at the energy around us. It surged, then tightened. Locked. And as the steam cleared, everyone stood still. Ashridge and the others found their bodies trapped in a vice not unsimilar to the one Vas had locked me in moments ago.
Sere stood beside me, chest heaving from the exertion. I let my eyes sweep up and down her body, and once I was satisfied my mate was unharmed, I turned my attention to Ashridge.
His expression was hauntingly smug. Not quite a smile— but certainly not the stoicism one would expect of someone who was facing defeat.
What was he thinking? I kept my expression neutral as I strode towards him, leaning in until our faces were inches apart.
“Where is Fray hiding?” I growled. A bead of sweat trailed down the side of my temple.
He said nothing, but his eyes trailed past me.
“Eyes on me,” I snapped.
His lips parted around his elongated, sharpened teeth. The smirk was enough to cause the hairs on the back of my neck to stand upright. Something was wrong.
“You’re killing them.”
I stepped back in surprise. “What?”
His eyes darted to Vas and Atlas, then back again. “They will not take another breath until you free us. Been holding it in for a while, actually. Look.”
Sure enough, when I turned to face Vas, his face was purpling.
“Theia-” Sere started.
But I was already stumbling away, flush with panic. I curled my fists at my sides, knowing Ashridge could see them shaking. “Stop this,” I hissed through my teeth. “Stop this right now.”
But he said nothing. He simply kept that smug look on his face, as if he knew he’d already won.
“Fuck!” I swore, fisting my hands in my hair. “Selene, tell him–”
“Knock him out,” Sere growled, stepping forward. She raised the hilt of her sword, but Ashridge’s laugh cut her short.
“Go ahead. You’ll still get to watch them die. I’m sure your mate will be very pleased.”
Sere froze. “Theia, wait—”
But it was too late. Something heavy and broken wretched itself from my throat, full of desperation and fury. Arms spreading wide, I stepped forward and released my salvyre from their bindings. The ice melted around them.
It was foolish and selfish– but I couldn’t help it.
“Much better,” Ashridge said with a pleased nod. “You captains are so predictable.”
“If you don’t fucking—” Sere swore, her eyes ablaze.
“Relax.” With a lazy flick of his hand, my salvyre all sucked in a mouthful of air, gasping and coughing in relief.
Sere stepped forward, raising her sword towards him. “That’s enough. Get the fuck out of here.”
“Not until I get what I came for.”
“Gods above,” Selene swore. She moved abruptly, and with so much purpose that Sere and I tensed. “Vas!”
The ground shifted beneath us with a deafening series of cracks. Hard rock and dusty earth violently split and shook, sending us tumbling to the ground.
I started to push back to my feet, but the ground shook again, just as Selene boomed, “Stay on your knees.”
And as Selene stepped behind Atlas, sword drawn, I kneeled.
“Don’t–” I started, but Selene cut me off.
“Last chance. Tell us where they are,” my sister said coolly. “I’ll even let you both go.”
I felt Sere stiffen beside me, and start to her feet. Immediately, the ground around her shifted, surging up to trap her arms at her sides.
As I blinked, studying my brothers— studying Atlas– watching the way their every breath seemed to be at the grace of my sister, I came to a terrifying realization.
Selene Stormfury was a fucking stranger.
“Get up now, Theia. You can grab your sword. I doubt you’ll want it, though.”
“Selene–”
“Now,” she ordered. “Or I’ll have Vas break your mate’s hands.”
Sere made a strangled sound beside me and the earth rumbled. I felt her pain through the bond.
“Don’t hurt her,” I growled as I leapt up. “Back the fuck off.”
My sister’s lips twitched. “Always the lover,” She sighed, and her expression hardened. “But if you won’t tell me.” She turned and met Sere’s gaze. “Tell me where the children are, or Atlas kills her.”
Atlas stepped towards me.
Oh. Oh.
“Don’t tell her anything,” I warned into the bond. “No more bargains. You said so yourself.”
Sere looked at me with undisguised horror. She struggled with the bindings on her hands. “Theia–”
Atlas took another step forward, sword raised and glinting.
“Tell me, Seraphine,” Selene commanded. The ground rumbled, and I tensed as Vas advanced from my other side, his sword raised too. I stood tall, refusing to be cowed.
“She’s not going to tell you anything,” I hissed at my sister. “Selene. Stop this.”
Selene, soft and precious, docile Selene, was all fire as she replied, “she will though.”
And I saw in her so much conviction that my knees shook.
Then Vas and Atlas attacked.
I could hold my own. I knew the two of them well enough to know how they moved and operated. How they fought. I successfully dodged their strikes, carefully weaving between the two of them.
But, even as strong and prepared as I was, it became harder and harder to keep them back. They were fighting to kill. I wasn’t.
Sere and Selene’s voices were muddled. My concentration was on the fight, on the glint of steel in the sun. Vas moved like a bear, Atlas like a panther. I slipped between them like a snake without fangs.
The ground beneath me shifted, just enough to cause me to stumble. Vas’ blade sliced through the air at just the right angle, and the force knocked my sword from my hand.
“Selene, stop,” I pleaded. Even as the fire and ice snaked up my arms and molded into weapons of their own right, I begged. “If it’s salvyre he wants— I’ll go– I’ll make a bargain. Just take me. I’ll go with you.”
I could feel the silver flash of Sere’s fury in the bond. She growled her objection, but I simply lifted my hands, making my surrender clear. “Please. I’m not fighting anymore. It’s over.”
Selene and Ashridge ignored me.
“Last chance, Seraphine.”
The air became thick with intent, and Sere’s mask finally began to slip. When she said nothing, Atlas lunged, all feline grace and violence. Their blade tore through the air– straight for me.
Sere roared, and the sound was so guttural, so wrathful, that it shook the foundation I stood on.
My arms fell to my sides.
My eyes shut.
I waited.
There was something right about going out this way, I decided. Here in my home– in my salvyre leathers, surrounded by the ones I loved. Dying at the hand of my best friend. My family.
For them, I could do this.
There was an explosion of energy around me, followed by the clang of metal on metal. My eyes flew open, and there she was.
Seraphine Terrahaven, in all her furious, unyielding glory.
I tasted her rage on my tongue. Felt her fear in my mind, her command in my soul.
And then, just as her sword sliced off Atlas’ head, Vas speared her through.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-Seven
 
Time slowed down. There was no sound, only the roar of wind in my ears. If I screamed— if Sere screamed or Selene even, I did not hear it. My eyes did not waver from Atlas’ form, which, slumping to the ground, looked both intimately familiar and strange at the same time.
There was a wetness on my lids that was obscuring my vision, and I blindly reached up and wiped it away with the back of my hand. The movements were stiff, as if my limbs moved of their own accord.
Energy pulsed around me. I felt it pressing in on me, suffocating me. Narrowing my vision until all I saw was Atlas, slumped on the ground, unnaturally still. Their head hadn’t been sliced off entirely. No. It held on by a chunk of meaty flesh at the side of their throat.
There was a distant sensation of burning in my body, and idly, I remembered I wasn’t supposed to burn. Not anymore.
 
I blinked and something was roughly grabbing my wrist. I shook it off. When it grabbed me again, I knew without looking that they were fingers, and knew without doubt that right now, I was not to be disturbed. Not to be touched. With a flick of my wrist, the fingers vanished.
When my boots brushed against Atlas’ arm, I stumbled– then sank to my knees.
Their form was twisted oddly. Their legs were folded beneath them, as if they had crumbled just as they had stood. Surely, that could not be comfortable.
“Atlas?” I felt myself whisper. But there was still no sound. Only a ringing, and pulsing wind of energy. My hands reached for them– fingers trembling.
I touched their cheek and waited. Their eyes were unfocused. No warmth. No Atlas.
Hysteria swept through me and a giggle burst from my lips as I reached out and traced a finger along their collarbone. When they didn’t stir, I froze, pulling my hand away. It was slick and sticky. Red.
Horror, like the venom of a snake sinking in its teeth, took hold of me. I felt my chest tighten. My stomach twisted. My body was moving quicker than my mind was– and then I was crawling back, vomiting up bile. Lifting a shaky hand to wipe my mouth, I froze when I saw it was stained red with drying blood.
Atlas’ blood. Again, I felt the air leave my lips. But there was still no sound. I started to push to my feet, my pants heavy and waterlogged. Not water, a voice in my head whispered.
My vision spotted.
 
Sere. Where was Sere? She had moved so fast, with such deadly precision. Surely, she–
    Vas’ sword had gone straight through her.
    Where had she gone? Why wouldn’t my legs stop shaking? If they had killed her too—
    My body burned.
Just as quickly as horror had taken me, fury came like a storm in the night. I was but its keeper, its mercenary. As my gaze lifted from the long shadow to the figure before me, I saw nothing, heard nothing, felt nothing, save for the blades of death begging to be wielded.
And burning. So much burning.
Ashridge’s eyes, twisted by the scope of his depravity, gazed back at me. There was no remorse there.
So death I wielded. Death I became.
The roaring in my ears intensified. The edges of my vision blurred.
Selene was saying something, but I couldn’t hear her. Couldn’t make sense of her words, couldn't read the syllables as her lips folded around them. It was as if time had slowed, and there was only Atlas’ blood, only Selene’s betrayal, and only the red hot burning inside me.
When I lifted my hands, gaze locked on Selene, I saw out of my peripherals that the veins in my arms were black. Like there was a poison inside me, spider-webbing to the surface, ready for release. Begging for violence.
Time sped up again. I didn’t need to look down to see the flames that licked up my flesh. To see the water that curled and steamed along my limbs. I was life and death walking. I was beyond sound, beyond sight, beyond anything except for the bubbling black blood in my veins.
Finally, something like fear flickered through Ashridge. He stumbled back as I approached. My fingers twitched, and ice rushed him, capturing his legs and holding him in place.
“Your eyes,” his lips seemed to be mouthing. “Your eyes.”
Death guided me to him, step by loving step.
 
The ground exploded.
The blast was so powerful that it jolted me from my rage-induced stupor, nearly knocking me off my feet. The roaring in my ears seemed to crest– and then it was all there again. Voices and light and pain. It resumed all at once, and it was too much, too much. I gripped my head, fingers threading through my hair.
“Theia, let me out!” A familiar voice, laden with something heavy and gurgled, broke through the air. Sere.
I spun and spotted her, trapped in a block of ice. I took a step, but another crash sounded, and a dark shadow washed over me.
“Behind you!”
I whirled.
And once again, time stopped.
Because before me stood a beast of nightmares.
A beast of light and darkness and everything in between.
It towered over the seven of us, pale white and larger than any building in all of Arderiah, with wide green eyes that glowed like jewels. Long wings stretched out from either side of it, flapping furiously and nearly knocking me off my feet from the force of the wind.
“Gods.”
The beast banged its tail, which was forked and barbed, and exhaled loudly through its serpentine snout.
I sensed the fear of the others around me. Their panic.
It was massive. Could swallow me whole, I was certain. But as I stared down the beast with claws bigger than I was, there was only a strange sense of kinship. Of knowing. The energy around me seemed to coo, to urge me forward. Towards the terrifying beast with glinting green eyes.
I obeyed. With each step the beast watched, hardly blinking. Then, ever so slowly, it bowed its head.
And something right splintered through every shadow of wrong that had plagued Lake Sunshine’s village.
“I know you,” I wondered.
How, or from where, or with what means, I didn’t know. My fingers stretched through the air, through the buzzing energy.
And touched cool scales.
 
The beast was turning, flicking its tail out and knocking away the ice that encased Sere.
She crumpled to the ground with a gasp and didn’t get up.
“No!”
The Lord of the Red Court must have seen something in the beast’s eyes, for he simultaneously threw his hands up and cried, “Wait!”
The beast’s teeth gleaned as it growled. As it waited.
Why would this beast obey Ashridge? Ashridge was not his companion, not his charge.
He was not me.
The beast waited, shifting so its leg was just beside me. Shielding me. My body trembled with the amount of energy that coursed through me.
“Kill him,” I whispered. And without hesitating, the beast released a chilling roar. Icy blue flames burst past its lips, enveloping Ashridge whole. His screams– delightfully shrill and agonized, pierced the air.
I didn’t watch him die. I turned to face my salvyre. Dimitri and Vas stared back blankly as Selene stood gaping. Something like a growl tore through me.
I strode towards my sister, Atlas’ dried blood cracking audibly as the fabric along my legs shifted. The smell of burnt flesh was consuming the space between us.
For a moment, all I wanted to do was kill Selene. To end her for what she had done. For what she had caused. There was not a rational thought in my body– only death.
The beast growled, then leaned forward and exhaled angrily in Selene’s face.
For a stretch of time, perhaps minutes, perhaps seconds or hours, I reveled in the power I felt. I stood and absorbed it. I wanted the world to burn, and didn’t care if that meant I would burn with it. If they would all burn.
 
Ever so gently I felt a brushing along the bond, followed by a brief surge of clarity.
“I can’t stop,” I realized. I could feel the beast’s tension, waiting for my command. And on the cusp of it, I was consumed by a pain so visceral my hands trembled.
There were so many things I wanted to say and scream and demand. But Sere was there in the back of my head, grounding me. Needing me.
Selene’s death would not give me anything I wanted. Burning the world would not bring Atlas back. I knew that.
    My hands lifted of their own accord, and the pent-up energy flowed from me and through the air. Not ice or fire exactly, but something in between. My brothers collapsed as one, sinking to their knees as black blood ribboned from their nostrils. From their eyes and past their lips.
    Selene blinked, still standing, her face clear. She looked to Vas, who was gasping, struggling to support his weight with only one hand. He fell to the ground.
    “You broke their bargains,” she whispered.
    I was exhausted. My knees shook and beside me the beast shifted, catching me as I fell. I slumped into its scales. Death was so heavy in the air; I could taste copper on my tongue.
“And you?”
    “I… I fulfilled mine the night I brought them our salvyre.” My sister admitted. And the confession touched a part of me that raged, that grieved and shattered. Her eyes misted, and it made me so angry that I tried to step forward, the beast beside me growling.
This was her fault. She’d led us here. She’d chosen to. For some sort of greater good? Lies. Nothing could be worse than this. Nothing.
“You killed Atlas,” I snapped, intending to sound lethal and furious. But my voice cracked and I stumbled, blackness speckling the edges of my vision.
“I tried to stop it, I tried everything I could think of. This was the only way.”
I laughed mirthlessly. “You knew this would happen. You knew and you helped him anyway. He didn’t even have to try to make you.” Fury and pain were my council. My guards and leaders. I shook my head. “It may have been at Sere’s hand, but you killed Atlas. You.”
“Gods, Theia. If you just did what I said!”
“No!” I hissed. “Don’t you dare try to make me into the bad guy. You betrayed us. Atlas, Dimitri, Vas. Even if you didn’t see this coming, how could you make a bargain to trade my life for theirs? How could you!? Atlas is dead because of you.”
She was crying now. “I saw what he was doing to you. I saw what was coming. I had to. Theia, this was the only way!”
“You’re wrong.” Because it couldn’t be. There was no way that this was the only way. There was no way that Selene could have analyzed every possible future and found this to be the best one. No.
“I’m sorry. I am. But it’s not over. It’s not done. Please, Theia.”
My eyes flickered to Atlas’ body again, stomach churning. “If I ever see you again, I’ll kill you,” I decided. “Get the fuck out of here. Get out!”
Selene Stormfury looked crestfallen. My sister stood there frozen, eyes wide. As if she hadn’t come here of her own accord. Hadn’t led Atlas to their death. Hadn’t demanded I return to the man who’d ruined me and work alongside him.
My head swirled again. The energy had come and gone so fast, and my body was struggling to keep up. “Fuck,” I swore as my knees gave out and I sunk to the ground.
The last thing I saw were wide green dragon eyes, and then I passed out.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-Eight
 
I woke up to a huff of hot air over my face. Large emerald eyes blinked down at me, and for a moment I was stunned– before it all came back to me. I could feel Sere in the bond, feel the way her energy was ebbing. It scared me enough that I leapt up and stumbled to her, blinking wildly at the sight of her figure, sprawled out on the dirt in a pool of blood.
“Sere–” I choked, dropping to my knees before her. She was on her back, still loosely gripping her sword with one hand. Her skin was deathly pale and her eyes were closed.
“Wake up. Come on.”
Her lids fluttered open, and the honey in her eyes was so dull that a broken sound escaped me.
I reached for her middle, brushing away her limp hand and seeking out her wound. It was bad. Much worse than the wound she’d given me the night she broke free of Fray’s bargain. Without a healer…
I couldn’t finish the thought. Instead, I pressed down, grimacing at the squelch her gut made. “Stay with me, yeah? You can’t go anywhere. I need you.”
Her lips parted, a ghost of a whisper passing between them. Her teeth were red with blood.
The beast growled.
“Come on baby,” I whispered raggedly. Her side of the bond was growing cold. So, so cold.
No.
No.
“You’re good,” I assured her. My voice shook. “We’re going to get you out of here and to a healer. Okay?”
“Go,” she managed through the bond. “Before they send more.”
I realized then that I was crying. My cheeks were wet, and my throat burned. I looked around frantically, and when I spotted Atlas’ body in a pool of blood beside my brothers, I shuddered.
“Go. Please.”
“I’m not going anywhere,'' I hissed. I pressed down harder and she moaned, arms twitching at her sides.
“Hurts,” she was all she managed. 
“I know. It’s okay. Just hold on.” Frantically, I searched the road, trying to come up with a plan. The healers were in the tunnels, probably already traveling north. There was no way I could leave Sere, find one, and make it back in time. “Let me think.”
“Selene got away. She’s going to get reinforcements.”
“No one is going to touch us,” I snapped. Fuck. Selene was gone. When did that happen?
“Go.”
“Let them come!” And even to my own ears, I sounded unsteady. “I have a fucking dragon.”
Behind me, it growled.
A dragon.
I had a dragon.
As if in response, the beast rose higher, nudging my shoulder with its snout. It exhaled, and my braid flew over my shoulder.
“That’s it.”
Sere’s eyes were closing again, so I leaned in, desperately trying to hold her in one piece. “We’re getting out of here. Do you hear me? “
But she had grown cold. Quiet. Her blood was slowing under my fingertips.
I swore, leaning back and tearing at the straps on my arms. Pulling them free, I carefully rolled Sere, then began to wrap them around her middle to quell the bleeding. My fingers were slippery and the smell of rust penetrated my nostrils, but I could still feel the current of our bond. She would not die here. Not today.
Once her middle was bound tight, I turned to the dragon, wiping the blood on my pants. It blinked, then looked past me to Sere’s figure on the ground. It exhaled through its nose again.
“You can fly, right?” I asked. I felt like an idiot, but it was all I could think to do. “We need to get out of here,” I continued. “I need to get Sere to a healer. Do you know where Fort Caeruleum is? Can you take us there?”
After a long pause, one where I stood staring dumbly at a dragon I wasn’t even sure understood me, the beast merely blinked. 
It killed on my command. It must like me. Right?
As if in response, the dragon shifted, then lowered its body. The damn thing was massive, but angled just right— there was a line of ridges along its side that a person could climb up.
I sent a mental prayer up to Nyra. To Veone and Mora— anyone who was listening. Let this work.
“Okay. We can do this. Come on.”
Muscles straining in protest, I pulled Sere up. And Gods, she was heavy. It was by a miracle that my knees didn’t buckle under her weight. When I finally reached for the dragon’s ridges, my hands were clammy from exertion.
The beast was remarkably patient. Getting on its back was no quick and easy feat. My thighs and biceps burned as I pulled us up, struggling to keep Sere from jostling too much. Each step was more agonizing than the last.
Gods, if Elys could see me now.
Eventually, I ended up with Sere slumped in front of me, seated in the center of the dragon’s back. I held her close, breathing in the scent of her.
Blood, sweat, smoke, and sandalwood.
And then, everything seemed to snap into place. It all made a strange sort of sense. Like I had done this before. Like I’d been doing this my whole life. The energy in the air was a buzzing caress, humming with rightness, with familiarity.
The sun beat down on the back of my neck as I settled into the cool scales. The dragon exhaled beneath me, shifting its weight. It felt almost like an extension of myself. Like I was flexing a limb that had grown stiff with lack of use.
“We can do this,” I muttered to myself.
Then I turned, and stared at the bodies of my brothers.
Vas and Dimitri were unconscious. Heaviness settled in my gut. I didn’t have much time. Had I really freed them from their bargains?
In my head, I pictured what I wanted. A part of me knew the dragon would understand. Would obey. I wasn’t quite sure how– I just knew that the beast beneath me was somehow tied to Nyra, to Ignis perhaps– and that tied it to me.
Its muscles flexed, its wings stretched, and then we were taking to the sky. The dragon roared, wings flapping, and ducked down to grasp my brothers in its claws. I reached for a ridge in its scales, holding tightly with one hand while I kept the other wrapped carefully around Sere’s waist.
Wind broke across my face. The dragon circled the village as it climbed higher and higher. Below us, the ground grew further and further away. The buildings grew small– they looked fragile and strange. Atlas was only an unmoving speck.
Atlas. I shuddered violently. I’d never again feel their warmth, see their grin– hear their laugh. It felt impossible, and yet I'd seen it myself– seen the very moment their throat split apart. They were gone.
I clutched Sere tighter, grasping onto the fraying threads of our bond.
The dragon seemed to understand what I couldn’t put words to. What I couldn’t realize I wanted.
Beware the beast that lies beneath.
It lifted its head, and with a fiery roar, the ground was set ablaze. Lake Sunshine’s Village became a pyre, their beast –my dragon– the flame igniting it. The dragon followed the path of bodies, a stream of fire consuming everything in our wake. Atlas– Clea’s parents– what was left of the tavern and my childhood.              
Atlas deserved a proper funeral. Deserved so much more. They deserved pretty words and flowers and gods, they just deserved more.
As my dragon tore through the sky and the Red Court became but a burning cloud behind us, I settled for the prayer I knew was said at the funerals of soldiers. It wasn’t enough– nothing could ever be enough– and my raspy voice barely rose above a whisper.
“On this day we lay you to rest,
in final slumber we ask you be blessed.
I call upon the Goddess of death,
Mora carry them from their last breath.”
And as we flew north, cutting through the morning sunrise, I couldn’t marvel at the beauty of the Lost Lake or of the mountains and desert sand. I felt only emptiness.
    I’m sorry I didn’t protect you.
    I’m sorry I didn’t stop her.
    It should have been me.
    I love you.
    But I didn’t say any of those things out loud. Instead, I gripped the scales beneath me and squeezed my eyes tight.
    The dragon roared.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Act V



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Forty-Nine
 
I settled back into the soft couch. The material was well worn and the cushions were spongey, though misshapen by frequent use. Burrowing my fingers into my hair, I massaged at the spots above my ears. Gods, my head ached.
    When we arrived in the Blue Court, I told the commander of Fort Caeruleum everything. The guards had immediately taken Vas and Dimitri into custody to be questioned. They were then taken to a holding cell, to await being evaluated. I hadn’t gone to see them. Instead, I was sitting in the healer’s room, waiting with bated breath for an update on Sere’s condition.
Two guards sat beside me, and two more stood at the door. All salvyre. The commander had also stayed with me throughout much of the first night, firing question after question my way.
The others had not yet arrived. And if the commander was surprised to hear of the tunnel systems, he didn’t say, though a sage appeared shortly thereafter to assist in further questioning. They must’ve had some sort of Mako-like abilities, because they deemed me to be trustworthy and bargain-free. 
Still, the commander didn’t seem to entirely trust me. It didn’t help my case that the dragon had all but disappeared once we arrived. And while I knew innately that the beast would return, its absence made my story appear even more ludicrous. Even the dozens of guards who had seen our landing had difficulty wrapping their heads around it.
    But they tended to Sere’s wounds, and for that I was grateful.
    A guard appeared at the doorway, and spoke to the salvyre guarding me in hushed tones. I didn’t even bother trying to listen in. I was exhausted. Deep in my bones, tired. I knew it had been at least two nights, and still, no one would update me. I wasn’t quite sure if I’d slept. All I knew was that our bond grew steadier in the back of my mind with each passing hour.
That was enough to keep me sane.
    A young guard, one who appeared to be not much older than me, approached me warily. He glanced at the other guards, then back to where I sat.
“Commander,” he said finally, his tone unsure as it wrapped around my title. “Your presence is being requested in the holding cells.”
    I closed my eyes and exhaled deeply. “My brothers can wait. I need to see my mate first.” Dealing with the loss… Not yet. I had to keep it together a little while longer.
    “Commander, your people have begun to arrive. They want to evaluate the prisoners. Your mate could still–”
    “I will not leave her side,” I snarled. Iciness flowed through my veins, and I watched as the guard’s eyes widened. I must’ve looked positively feral in that moment, my skin pallor and stained with dried blood. I must’ve been filthy.
But I knew Dimitri and Vas were alive. They could wait. Sere could not. I needed to see her. Hear her voice and confirm she was okay.
I closed my eyes and took a steadying breath. She would be fine, I reminded myself. She was already stronger.
When I focused on the guard again, I was slightly calmer. “Have your commander speak with Dyleth and Abbotts,” I told him. “Tell them I will meet with them shortly.”
    Just then the door to the treatment room opened, and a weary man popped his head out. His eyes focused on me, and he gave me a nod. “She’s awake.”
    I lurched to my feet and pushed past the guards. The healer moved aside just in time to avoid being trampled as I burst into the room, my eyes immediately finding the very pale Sere, who lay in the bed wrapped in thick blankets. Her honey eyes lacked their usual luster, but they were open, and they still sent a shock of warmth through me as I rushed to her side.
    “Hi,” Sere rasped.
A cry escaped me and I lurched towards her, scooping up her hand and holding it tight to my cheek. Her skin was cool and clammy, but she squeezed back encouragingly.
    “Hey,” I said thickly.
    “Thought you were rid of me already, didn’t you?” She teased weakly.
    My laugh was shaky, and my eyes watered. “Shut up.”
    “She needs rest,” the healer warned. “Rest today, and she should be good as new by tomorrow.”
    I didn’t answer. A knot had formed in the base of my throat, thick and heavy. I didn’t trust my ability to speak.
    “Can we have a minute?” Sere asked the healer, her voice husky.
The healer pursed his lips, and Sere gave him a hard look. He nodded curtly. “I'll be right outside.”
My mate turned back to me as the door closed. Her eyes scanned me quickly, taking in my state with clear eyes. She took in the filth and gore, the heavy circles under my eyes and the russet flakes dried into my hair. Finally, her lips twitched. “You look awful.”
A cross between a sob and a laugh escaped me, and Sere spread open her arms. “Come here.”
I was immediately crawling into the bed, boots and all. Sere’s arms curled around me and held me tight. It felt right to be there. For a moment, I felt whole. Like the bond was rethreading itself twice as strong as I huddled close to her.
“I'm sorry. I’m so sorry,” Sere whispered in my ear, her voice low and soothing. “I am so fucking sorry, Theia. I just acted. I couldn’t let you die, and they were there, about to–” Her words hitched, then cut off. “I’m so fucking sorry.”
The tears came then. I squeezed Sere tight, a gasping breath pulling through my lips. I shook with the intensity of it. “Not your fault,” I managed through the bond. “It was Selene. All of it was Selene.” Blood and tears and sweat mingled and smeared on the blankets between us, but Sere’s grip only tightened. She whispered sweet words in my ear, her warm breath fanning across my cheek.
When I had calmed down, Sere pressed a kiss against my temple. “Update me. What’s going on?”
I swallowed, and when I spoke my voice was hoarse. “I debriefed the commander. Dimitri and Vas are locked up. Our people have just begun to arrive, so I’ll have Mako examine my brothers soon.”
Sere’s arms flexed. “And Selene?”
I stilled. “She got away.” It was all I could manage. Sere was patient in our bond though, and waited as I showed her through the bond what I couldn’t put into words.
“Have you spoken with Vas and Dimitri?”
“No.”
A pause stretched between us. “I’ll go with you.” She shifted slightly, drawing a sharp breath.
“No,” I objected. “You stay here. You’re still recovering from becoming a human kabob.”
I’d hoped to defuse the tension, but Sere didn’t laugh. She pulled back, scanning my face. “You shouldn’t have to do all of this alone.”
I gave her a hard look. “You need to heal. I’m serious. I’ll find Dyleth, and then go to the jails.”
“Let me come with you,” Sere insisted.
“Sere, I almost lost you. Please. You need to rest.” I placed a hand on her shoulder, and gently pushed her back into the mattress. “If Vas or Dimitri know anything about your salvyre, I’ll find out,” I promised.
Sere’s thick brows furrowed in frustration. The expression was so Sere, so familiar, that for a second, the hollowness inside me warmed. “We got our people out. Rest. I got this.”
She looked unsure, but didn’t object. When I rose, she reached out and grabbed my arm. The energy swirled around us, her eyes going from a dull gold to a blazing honey.
She shook her head, and reached up to rub her thumb across my lips. “Just be careful. We don’t know any of these people.”
We may have made it out of the Red Court, but Fray could still have people planted here. 
I nodded. “I will. I’ll come back tonight.”
Sere didn’t look too happy, but she nodded anyway. I expected her to settle back into the bed, but she continued to hold on to me, something like wonder in her expression.
Her hand drifted from my mouth to the back of my neck. I allowed her to pull me close, and then her forehead rested against mine. Her eyes slid shut and she sighed. “We’re okay?”
“We’re okay,” I whispered. And those words were everything. It may have been her blade that killed Atlas, but it was Matteus Fray to blame. Selene.
We were safe for now. We were okay. Everything else… it waited outside those walls, but I knew we would face it together. Warmth trickled through the bond, and for a moment, I could breathe again.
We stayed like that, until she finally leaned in and softly pressed her mouth to mine. It was gentle and brief, but sweet. She let out a sleepy sigh and nodded. “Go.”
It took all of my strength to rise from her bed. I was nearly through the door when she called out to me again.
“Theia?”
“Yeah?”
“Was that… Did we ride here on a dragon?”
 
By the time I’d showered and changed, then checked in with Dyleth and the rest of the council, it was nearly sundown. But I was pleased to know that all one hundred forty two of my people had safely arrived and were accounted for. A lieutenant was assisting me in getting everyone settled, when finally, I yawned loudly.
    “You should get some rest. I’ve got this. The commander will debrief you in the morning,” the lieutenant said. He was a salvyre, perhaps nearly the same age as Elys. Friendly, in the unique way that the Blue Court’s people were known to be.
    I gave him a weak smile. “Thanks. But I’ve got to go down to the jails actually.”
    It must’ve been awkward for him— I couldn’t imagine myself in his role. Playing escort to the refugee pseudo-commander of another court? Weird. But he was helpful, and easy to talk to. He took me to the jail, the guards parting for him without a word.
Sere’s warning rang like a bell in the back of my head as he guided me past empty cells, but I kept my face smooth. The lieutenant could be kind, but he could also just as easily be a pawn for Matteus Fray.
    A salvyre guard stood from her desk and gestured to the cell just beyond, where two familiar shadows lurked. Mako had already come by and cleared them, but the commander insisted on keeping them here until High Command arrived. That wouldn’t be until mid-morning tomorrow at the earliest, which meant my brothers would spend the night down here.
    Dyleth had pointed out to me many times now there wasn’t much I could do about it. But seeing them for the first time since it’d happened, here? In this dark, musty place that smelled so much like the basement Kian had held me in? It felt wrong.
    Dimitri glanced up from where he was sitting. His shackled wrists were folded before him on a small table where he’d been sifting through a stack of parchment. When he spotted me he jumped to his feet, a million emotions cutting through his expression. The man I knew was still so easy to read— and as the captain of our team, I could identify each and every flicker of pain, relief, and fear.
And then he was running to me, and I was reaching for him through the iron bars. The smell of leather and ocean and Dimitri filled my lungs, and I sucked it in like I needed it to live, gripping him the best I could.
He couldn’t exactly hug me back, chained as he was. But he lifted his shackled hands to grasp me by the shoulder and hold me close. 
    “Dimitri,” I whispered.
    And then his forehead pressed into mine, and no other words were needed. He was okay. I was okay. The emotions I’d tried to bury earlier came back in full force, and I exhaled on a sob. He gripped me tighter, trembling, and I knew without opening my eyes that he was crying too. We sank to the floor as one heap, the bars between us not enough to dampen the bittersweet reunion.
    I pulled away just enough to scan his face, needing to see and know everything unsaid. The deep bags under his eyes made me wonder if he’d slept at all in the time he’d been away. Had he been eating enough? Was he hurt?
When I trusted my voice not to shake, I spoke. “You look like shit.”
    His grin was watery. “You don’t look much better.”
    I ignored him and continued to study the familiar lines of his face, letting them soothe the emptiness in my chest. Never had his expression been so wrought with shadows. He looked so fucking tired and defeated. But still– he was here. My brother was here, locked in this cell– but he was alive.
The Red Court might’ve been burned to the ground, but I couldn’t find a thread of care in my heart. Not when he was alive. Not when Vas was alive. We’d survived and we were here and we were back together, and that was all that mattered.
“Do you need anything?”
    The cell looked so small and barren. They had to be cold. This far north the temperature dropped ten degrees, minimum. And down here, it felt even cooler.
Dimitri shook his head. His normally shaved hair was growing out; it was longer than I’d ever seen it. Combined with the growing stubble along his jaw, he looked years older.
“I’m good. We’re good,” he assured me.
    I glanced beyond him to Vas, who was curled up and facing away on one of the cots. He looked odd, and I realized it was because with his huge form and hulking muscles he usually sprawled out to keep from overheating. Curled up as he was, he looked smaller– fragile. Vulnerable. Dimitri’s eyes were knowing as they locked again with mine. He gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head.
Not yet, his eyes read.
A guard brought a small bench over, and I accepted it gratefully. I sat down across from Dimitri, who sunk back into his chair, our fingers still intertwined. Dimitri had never been too touchy or cuddly. Only with Selene. But right now, his hand in mine felt like one of the only things keeping me tethered to the world.
We sat there like that. Quiet, no words spoken. Perhaps only seconds. Perhaps minutes. We sat in the comfortable silence that only people who truly loved and knew each other could find.
“How long did you know about it?” He asked finally, something like awe in his tone.
“Selene’s bargain?” My brows tugged together. “I didn’t. Did you?”
He swallowed, and his jaw clenched. “No. Not— not her. The beast of Lake Sunshine.”
He leaned forward as he spoke, and there was a sudden mental image of him standing across from me, sword in hand and ready to kill. It caused me to stiffen.
But then he squeezed my hand and I snapped out of it. That was not Dimitri. This— this man here was Dimitri. I focused on my brother— my stubborn, hotheaded brother with his soft heart and caring eyes.
“Your dragon,” he prompted. 
I ran a hand down my face. “She’s not mine. She’s her own dragon.”
    A ghost of a smile teased his lips. “She?”
    I blinked. It hadn’t occurred to me that the beast would be male or female. And yet, as I said it, I knew I had to be right. As much as I knew water and ice, as I now knew flame and fire, I knew the dragon was female.
Dimitri cocked a brow.
I sighed. “I don’t know. It all just kind of happened. The dragon came, and the dragon left. That’s all there is to it.”
“For now.”
I jerked my chin at the shackles around his wrists. “Are those hurting you?”
“No.”
This time, the silence that stretched between us was weighed down with the words we didn’t want to say. I shifted uncomfortably.
“Theia.”
His gaze was sad. Sad, and understanding. This was Dimitri. My brother. I swallowed past the knot in my throat.
“I’m sorry I never told you the truth about what happened to me. About Sere and the rebels.”
A mirthless smile tugged at his lips.“That bandit story was such bullshit. I knew there was more to it.” His features hardened. “I mean… you came back different. None of us knew what to do. I didn’t know what to do. I’m sorry–”
“Don’t,” I interrupted. “No. You guys are the only reason I made it through those months. I needed you, and you were there. I wanted to tell you– I wanted to tell you everything– but I couldn’t. And High Command pretty much drilled into me the bandit story–”
“Ashridge’s doing, I’m sure.”
“Yeah.”
Selene’s face floated in the back of my mind, a taunt. A reminder that the whole time I’d been trying to piece myself back together– she’d known the truth. She’d known the truth and allowed herself to be part of the people that tore me apart and branded me and killed—
“I’m pretty sure they’re alive, for the record,” Dimitri murmured, saving me from my train of thoughts. “Seraphine’s salvyre. Fray took a group north. I think they were with them.”
“Wait– Fray wasn’t part of the attack in the city?” My brows furrowed.
He shook his head. “He left Selene in charge of the southern rebels.”
My eyes widened. “What?” He trusted Selene with overseeing the rebels? Selene, who didn’t even have a bargain with him anymore? My heart pounded in my ears. Their alliance ran deep, and that knowledge was like another blow. She had fulfilled her bargain and was still working with him. Closely enough that he trusted her with seizing the Scarlett City, Arderiah— laying out all those bodies in the village.
Soft, sweet Selene. My sister. The girl I’d grown up beside, always defending, always fighting for. I wanted to trust her, wanted to believe that somehow, she was doing what she was doing because she believed it would take down Fray. That maybe she believed she could stop all this madness, and that this was the only way. After all– who knew what her visions were showing her?
But denial would only keep hurting me. All of us. It was time to accept it. To see her for who she was. The Selene I thought I knew would never have orchestrated the mass murder and burning of Lake Sunshine’s village. Never would have compelled Atlas to wield a sword against me. Even if she hadn’t known what Sere would do, what I would do…
No. It had been a betrayal. Selene Stormfury was a traitor. A rebel.
“He asked her–”
I held up a hand. If he continued, I’d vomit.
“Just a second.” I focused on the meditating exercises Dyleth and Hasaan had shown me. I took a deep breath in, held it, and exhaled. I did it again. And again.
When I no longer felt like I would throw up my lunch, I nodded. “Okay. Go ahead.”
He glanced at Vas and then back to me. A shadow crossed over his features and his brows furrowed, as if he was struggling to make a decision.
“What?” I asked, leaning forward.
He chewed his lower lip, as he always did when he was stressed. “That’s not all.” 
“What?”
Our eyes met, and something in my chest tightened at his expression.
“Whatever happens, you have to keep me locked up, okay?”
“No,” I said. “The healer cleared you. High Command is going to clear you, and then we can figure all this out together.”
He was shaking his head before I finished.
“I can’t be trusted.”
Anger flared through me. “What happened wasn’t your fault. You weren’t in control. It was Selene. What happened to… It’s not your fault.” As I spoke, I sorted through his expression, sorted through the pain weighing him down. No, it was not his fault. And I would not let him blame himself.
He looked away. “What happened to me is not the same as what happened to Vas and Atlas,” he whispered. “And it will continue to happen.”
The temperature in the room seemed to drop. “What do you mean?”
Dimitri worried his lower lip between his teeth again. “Selene’s gifts run deeper than we ever knew,” he explained finally, a note of defeat in his tone. “But it’s not only her gifts she has access to.”
Something in my chest twisted too far and snapped. I sucked in a labored breath. No.
The look he gave me then was devastated. Broken.
“No–” I groaned.
“She’s my mate, Theia.” He pulled his fingers free of mine. “I can’t stop her.”
“Dimitri…” I whispered. My heart was breaking. “I need you. I can’t do this without you.”
“She can glimpse into my mind whenever she wants,” he said gravely. “Vas may be free, but not me. Never me. I have to be locked up.”
My heart thudded in my chest. For a brief moment, I lost myself. My mind took me to a place that was unsafe, to where it all began. I could nearly feel the bite of the dagger Fray had struck me with, the heat of Klaus’ body as it writhed around me.              
“Did you know she’d do this?” I had to ask.
He recoiled as if I’d slapped him. “Of course not. Fuck, no never. I had no idea. I didn’t realize she was my mate until the night she betrayed us. I thought… I don’t know. I never get visions or anything. I’ve always loved her. Always felt drawn to her. But that night, she touched my arm, and everything slid into place. I swear, I had no idea.”
I rubbed my face, trying to quiet the roaring in my head. “Does she have access to your gifts?”
“Yes.” He sighed in defeat. “I don’t know. I’m still figuring it out, Thee.”
I recalled the moment in the village when Dimitri’s gifts had pushed at my mind, at Sere’s. Had that been him? Or had it been Selene? “Do you think she knew?” I asked. “Do you think she saw that in her visions?”
My brother looked devastated as he nodded.
My body felt suddenly far away. How deep did her deception go? Years? Had every move she’d made been strategic? We’d never even known we were playing the game.
“There has to be a way to block her out,” I tried.
He shook his head. “I asked Roarke. It’s not possible. How she’s been keeping me out this long… I don’t know. I think she held the bond back somehow. Waited until I was under Fray’s control to reveal it, so she could have access to my powers.”
I pulled away from the bars, stumbling over the bench as I buried my fingers into my hair and rubbed at my aching head. “There has to be something we can do.” Loose locks unraveled from my braid as I stared at Dimitri. “I’ll talk to Dyleth and Hasaan. They will know.”
“A mating bond cannot be severed,” he whispered sadly. “And even if it could…”
A pause stretched between us, silent save for the guards chatting just down the hall. I gripped the bars of his cell, squeezing until my knuckles were white. It was all that kept me standing.
“You love her.”
He shrugged weakly. “You do too.”
And that was the truth, wasn’t it? Selene had torn my chest open, let it begin to mend, and then ripped off the scab. She had betrayed me and those I had held dearest. She was the reason Atlas was dead.
I still loved her. Always would.
But I could never forgive her.
“I can still kill her,” I growled. “Whatever it takes, I’ll stop her.”
Dimitri didn’t disagree. “Just keep me locked up.”
Don’t ask me to choose, was what I heard instead.  His words left me hollow, and hating Selene all the more for it. “Fine.” There was resolve in my voice. There was only one way to end this after all. We both knew it. Both didn’t want it.
It would probably destroy me, but it had to be done. Fray would burn. Kian would burn.
Selene Stormfury would burn with them.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifty
 
I was surprised to find Sere out of bed and waiting for me outside the prison barracks. There was a wild look in her eyes, and it stopped me dead in my tracks.
“What is it?”
Her nostrils flared and she closed the distance between us, coming to a stiff stop in front of me. Something furious passed through her expression as she glanced past me to the jail building.
“What?”
“We need to talk,” she snapped. Her arms folded across her chest and I noticed she was clad in her salvyre leathers again. Someone must’ve washed them and mended them shut. There was a faint line of stitches.
My brows furrowed. She should be in bed, resting. “What’s wrong? What happened?”
She glanced around us and then shook her head. “Not here. Come.”
It was out of surprise and concern that I allowed her to take my hand and hurriedly guide me around the back of the building, where we were hidden by tree trunks and foliage. Her grip was gentle but firm. She looked around again before finally stopping and turning to face me.
“I heard your conversation with Dimitri,” she said.
I blinked. Surprise washed over me. “Oh?”
She shook her head. “I wasn’t trying to snoop. I just wanted to hear what he had to say. If he had any updates on my salvyre.”
“Okay, and? Did I miss something?”
“He’s… Theia, Dimitri is dangerous.”
I stared at her blankly, watching her chest rise and fall.
“Theia.”
“I hear you,” I said slowly. “I know. I get it. He’s going to stay in the cell. He wants me to keep him locked up.”
Something in her expression changed. “They’ve been two steps ahead of us this whole time. Dimitri– he could be part of that. He could be telling her everything he’s seen and heard since he got here. This could all be a ploy.”
“I know that.” I narrowed my eyes on her. “But what can we do?”
Frustration coursed through her. I could feel it through the bond, in the air and energy that surrounded us. “Theia–”
And then I was angry. I was tired and frustrated and confused. My fingers curled into fists at my sides and I stepped towards her. “You should be resting, Sere. You’re hurt and exhausted and need to rest.”
She held up a hand, honey eyes blazing. “His presence puts everyone here at risk. Surely you see that?”
There was a seriousness in her that frightened me. “You’re wrong.”
Her eyes flashed and then she moved to step around me. I blocked her, and our chests brushed. When she made a low sound in the back of her throat, I tilted my head back, stubbornly refusing to break eye contact. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“He needs to be dealt with.”
“No,” I told her firmly. Furiously. Dealt with? Who was this woman?
“Move, Theia,” she snapped hotly. “He’s powerful. His gifts are strong— possibly strong enough to end it all. And they’re using him, just like he used me.” Her eyes narrowed as she snarled it, but her voice wavered on the last word.
Energy buzzed in my chest. I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. I was stunned. Did she not understand? This was Dimitri. I would die before I gave up on him, just as I knew he would for me.
A deafening crack sounded above us, and just as the thunder registered in my consciousness the skies opened up— sending down a furious torrent of rain.
“Sere,” I pleaded, feeling the fear stir inside me. The determination was clear in her eyes. She would not be easily swayed, and that terrified me. “Fray is a monster and you deserve justice. You deserve to be the one who ends him. But please— stop. Dimitri is innocent. Don’t do this.”
Her honey eyes were dark with emotion. For a long moment she said nothing, face intent as she processed my words. As she warred with them. Rain poured down at us from above, and I could feel it soaking my hair, plastering it against my neck.
I was so caught up in her eyes that when long fingers wrapped around my right bicep, I jumped in surprise. Energy coursed up and down my body. The magic inside me begged for her touch. The heat of it nearly consumed me.
But then reality washed over me and I jerked back, reaching for the dagger sheathed at my waist.
I couldn’t let her hurt him. I’d already lost Atlas. Selene.
Dimitri and Vas were all I had left.
Seraphine Terrahaven was just as fast as I was. Her hand grabbed my wrist and stopped me, just as my fingers curled around the handle and pulled it free.
“Please,” I whispered. “I don’t want to fight.” Not with her. Not now.
“Do you understand what you’re asking of me?” She asked incredulously, her hand dragging down my bicep until she reached my other wrist. “She could be whispering in his ear right now, showing him whatever twisted truths she sees. And if he gets out of those chains…. He could take out anyone. His magic is strong. And she makes him stronger.”
“He’s locked up. Nothing is going to happen,” I hissed.
Her eyes flashed, and her grip tightened. She was unconvinced.
“Put yourself in my position. Atlas is dead. Selene is gone. They’re my salvyre, Sere. What would you do?”
Resolve seemed to claim her, hardening her expression. My lips parted as I searched for words, and her gaze followed the movement.
“Theia,” she warned, voice thick.
I swallowed, feeling the way my body was all but vibrating where we touched. Lightning flashed above us. The moment stretched on, caught in the silent pause of a storm’s wait.
I found myself inching closer, though I didn’t know if it was to subdue her or embrace her. All I knew was that I needed to close the distance.
And then the thunder cracked so violently that the ground seemed to shake. Sere’s eyes burned and a determination so fierce— so full of passion that it took my breath away– stole across her expression.
She moved faster than I’d ever seen her move before. My heart skipped a beat and alarm distantly sounded in my head, but then her hands were cupping my face and her mouth was on mine.
I jumped in surprise, and Sere used the opportunity to pull me closer, her tongue swiping hotly against the seam of my lips. And to finally feel her against me again, the energy pulsing through us, colliding together? I was intoxicated. The image of Vas’ sword piercing through her had played over and over my head the last few days. I kept remembering each moment– finding her form crumpled and soaked in blood. Begging her to stay alive. Holding her so tightly that my muscles felt like they were tearing apart.
And now she was here, warm and alive and kissing me with everything she had. I wanted her. All of her.
Something unlocked inside of me. Power like I had never felt before coursed through my chest, my arms, my legs. I was both the sun and moon, fire and ice. I was the storms and the seas and death and destruction.
I was hers.
In that moment, the bond was so tangible that I knew if she demanded it again, I’d step aside for her. For we were not simply two codependent spirits, but one, divided only by body and mind. I was hers in every sense of the word.
The dagger slipped from my fingers and clattered to the ground as I reached for her, curling one hand around the back of her arm and the other up into her hair. I met her passion, refusing to back down as her lips waged war against mine.
Thunder boomed over us again, the rain seeping through my clothes and down into my bones. The fabric was heavy and clung to my skin as I clung to her.
“Mine.”
I wasn’t sure who said it. Who thought it. I pushed her lightly until her back touched the brick siding of the building, where the roof’s overhang shielded us from the worst of the storm.
We were both soaked. But that didn’t matter as her hands fell away from my face and trailed down my back, pulling me closer until we were entirely flush. I could feel the kiss quickly turning into a show of dominance. A fight for control. After all– it was not in my nature, nor hers, to submit.
When one of her hands drifted lower, curving around the softness of my bottom, I gasped into her mouth. Fire pooled low in my stomach.
And then Sere spun us around so I was the one pressed firmly against the brick, tearing her mouth away from mine to leave hot, open-mouthed kisses down my neck.
“Mine,” she purred, letting a hand drag across my hip and then up and under my shirt. Her palm flattened against my stomach.
The desire to meet her challenge nearly overcame me. I swore and reached for her, but her hands flew to my wrists and in a single fluid movement she pinned them firmly against the wall to either side of my head. The brick was firm and unyielding as Sere nipped softly at the skin just under my jaw.
“You’re used to being the one in control, aren’t you?” She murmured into my ear as I fought back another moan. My eyes fluttered shut at the sensation of her breath on my skin. I was on fire.
When I didn’t answer she nipped at my skin again— harder this time. “Aren’t you?” She repeated, voice thick.
A gasp escaped me as I breathed, “yes.”
She continued kissing my neck. I attempted to free my wrists from her grasp, but she simply tightened her grip, biceps flexing.
Fuck. I loved her strength. Her confidence. It was unbelievably hot, and my mind melted in response.
“Well so am I, siren” she said against my flesh. I wiggled under her, loving the feeling of her body dragging against mine. “Gods, you drive me crazy.”
“Sere, if you don’t shut up and kiss me, I swear I’ll—“
“You’ll what, siren?” She laughed at the threat, moving to the other side of my throat, dragging her nose across my skin.
I was practically vibrating with want, our argument forgotten. There would be time for fighting later. Right now? Nothing felt more important than being closer to her. The bond was tugging at every part of me– my heart, my lungs, my blood and bones. It was snapping into place, and I was powerless under its control. I needed her.
“Speechless, huh?” She teased. “Didn’t think it’d be so easy.”
“Do you want me to get out my other knife and show you what happens to people who fuck with me?” I hissed.
She pulled away from my neck and stared down at me with hooded eyes. Her hands still pinned my wrists, but she didn’t put any of her weight on me as she leaned in. A bead of water dripped down the line of her nose, suspended in time for the brief moment it clung to her. It dropped, and her chin dipped with it.
“You’re playing with fire, siren,” she crooned, lips quirking. “You’re lucky I like your snarky mouth.”
I fought for composure, fought to clear my mind, but as the rain beat down around us and the smell of sandalwood and smoke surrounded me, it proved to be an impossible task.
“Do something about it,” I supplied finally, my breath shaky.
Fire swirled in her eyes. She leaned in and her lips met mine softly, the touch featherlight. Just enough for the bond to purr, but not enough to satisfy.
A frustrated sound escaped me and I felt her lips curl up. Then she was kneeing my legs apart, sliding her thigh between mine.
“Ah,” I gasped into her mouth. The heat was consuming. She adjusted her grip on my wrists, freeing up her right hand so she could trail it down the side of my face and along my neck.
A deafening crack sounded, and we both jumped. Sere immediately pulled away, releasing my hands and whirling to the sound. Another crack sounded and we watched as a branch the size of Vas fell to the ground only meters from where we stood. Fire burned its way through the dry wood, and the bushes were soon alight as well. For a moment, we stood, stunned by the tangled wrath of Nyra and Ignis.
Sere turned back to me, and my breath caught. The desire in her eyes was so thick they looked nearly black. She radiated heat just as strongly as the flames that burned beyond. The fire cast a flickering glow along the side of her face, a picture of death, destruction, and raw power.
My want must’ve been clear on my face, because she closed the distance between us again. Her fingers curled under my chin and tilted my head back so my lips were inches from hers. I reached up, grasping her arms.
“Afraid of thunder?” I teased.
“Funny.” Her biceps flexed and her grip tightened. “Tell me little siren, what do you want? Tell me and I’ll give it to you. I’ll burn the world for you.”
I blinked. Wasn’t it obvious? “Seraphine Terrahaven, I want you.”
But Sere didn’t budge. She merely gazed down at me and murmured, “you have me.”
She was so assured in that quick, automatic response, that my pulse quickened. Mine. She was mine.
For once in my life, the words came easy. “You’re proving to be the only one I can trust, Sere. Promise me it will stay that way. We’re in this together.”
Her eyes flashed with something vulnerable, and then she nodded. “I promise.”
I exhaled roughly.
“But,” she continued, her brows tugging together. She was still so close– and when the lightning flashed, the scar above her brow glinted. “If you ever want Dimitri to be free— we have to find your sister.”
She didn’t have to say the rest. It was a truth I’d already accepted.
“I know,” I breathed.
This time when she ducked her head, her lips were tender against mine. She wasn’t teasing anymore. Her arms wound around my waist and I arched against her, pressing our chests together. Someone groaned and I reached to pull her closer, tangling my hands into her hair. The thick, curly locks were soaked through and silky soft.
There would be time for talking later. Time for planning and strategizing. Right now, I wanted this. I wanted Sere.
When my back met the brick again, the movement was gentle. She pulled her mouth away and softly pressed her forehead against mine. For a moment, we stared at each other. She waited. I waited.
And then her hand slid down my side, grasped my thigh, and hiked it up so it curled around her waist. She pressed in closer to me, right where I wanted her, and a low moan escaped.
“Sere,” I whispered, letting my eyes flutter shut. “I need you.”
As if awakened by my need, a low growl escaped her, and her mouth crashed against mine, urgent once more. It was no longer just about seeking pleasure. Every touch was weighted by desperation– by the need to feel skin against skin. To let the bond between us take over and make us one. I gasped, curling my fingers tighter into her hair and pulling her impossibly closer. Our teeth clashed, but it did nothing to quell the desire.
Sere’s long fingers found their way between us somehow. Once again, they flattened against my stomach, but when they didn’t move, I groaned.
Her lips broke away from mine, only to find the soft skin just under my ear. She nipped gently.
“Which way, sweetheart?” She whispered, voice tight.
“Huh?”
“Up,” she clarified, her long fingers sliding up my torso to trace the underside of my breasts. “Or down?” She slid her hand back down, pausing to allow her fingers to curl around the waistband of my pants.
My brain swirled. I untangled my fingers from her hair and cupped her chin, forcing her eyes to meet mine. They were wild with heat. Her lips parted, but before she could speak I leaned in and sealed our mouths together; whatever words she’d been about to say died on her tongue.
“Don’t play with me,” I growled into her. I swallowed her breathy laugh and reached back into her hair, winding my fingers so tightly that it must’ve hurt. In response, she cupped my chin and pulled me impossibly closer.
Her fingers swiped a path just under the line of my pants. My breath caught and my leg shook at the jolt that went through me. The magic inside me hummed. When I trembled she grabbed the thigh that was still wrapped around my waist and steadied me, her other hand dipping lower. She slipped past my undergarments, until her fingertips finally brushed the sensitive skin at my center.
Heat shot through me. The energy of our bond vibrated in my veins, causing my whole body to shake. I broke away from our kiss and swore, arching against her.
She chuckled darkly in my ear and dragged her finger once more over that tight bundle of nerves.
“Sere-” I bit out as my body vibrated against her.
Those wild eyes met mine again as she tilted her chin up. “I love the way you say my name,” she growled. Another flash of lightning appeared and for a split second her face was cast in the light of the storm, in the light of fire and flame, hot and sharp with need. Another breathy moan escaped me and as it did, her fingers made another pass along my clit.
“Fuck,” I growled. My head fell back against the brick wall and Sere set a pace, her fingers moving painfully slow against me. A shiver ran down my spine.
“You’re so hot Theia, fuck,” Sere groaned in my ear. “So wet for me.” The need in her voice almost sent me over the edge.
I wanted her to be there with me, I realized. I reached between us to get to her but she pushed my hand away, and doubled her efforts. “Later,” she said hotly into my ear. Later. This would happen again.
My legs were trembling against her. She returned her grip to my thigh and held tightly, pressing soft kisses along my neck as my muscles began to tense. “Sere—” I gasped, feeling the way my body was climbing— reaching. I was close.
Her fingers moved impossibly faster. I gripped her shoulders, digging my nails into the muscular flesh. I could feel them flexing as she held and moved against me.
And then I came apart. She held me steady against the wall as I detonated, her fingers still moving as I thrashed and rode through my orgasm. A cry escaped me as the pleasure became too much.
And she was still moving.
“Baby-” I started to say. My flesh was sensitive. It was too much.
“Shh,” she said into my ear. Her fingers dipped lower, and she traced my entrance.
I gasped and bucked against her, but there was nowhere to go. My legs were spread open for her, body flush against the brick. The control she oozed in that moment sent a fresh wave of desire through me. I wanted her. Again.
And she must’ve known it, because gently she pressed in with one finger, causing another groan to escape. I could feel her smile against my neck.
“I don’t know if I can,” I breathed. Could she really bring me over the edge again? So soon?
“You can,” she said, sucking my earlobe between her teeth. She seemed absolutely certain, as if that was the only possible outcome she’d foreseen. In punctuation, her finger slid out of me, then back in.
The pace she set was tortuously slow. A fresh wave of heat washed over me— and I was almost embarrassed at how wet I knew I was at that moment. But I didn’t have it in me to feel shame. Not when all I wanted to do was pin her to the muddy ground and ride her hand as fast and hard as I desired.
“Is that what you want?” Sere grinned wickedly. “Is this not enough for you?”
I must’ve spoken my thoughts aloud. Or perhaps it was just the bond. Regardless, before I could respond, she added a finger, curling upwards as she pushed in. She brushed against a tender part inside me and I gasped. “More.”
She leaned in and kissed me. Then she began to move in earnest, meeting my hips as I bucked against her. Her lips moved roughly against mine, and in that moment she was everything. She was the storm around us. The lighting and thunder. The fire that blazed through the brush. Soon, my body was trembling again.
As if sensing how close I was, she let her thumb brush against that bundle of nerves again. A soft cry escaped me. “Sere.”
And my body crashed over the wave once more. She held me tightly as I rode it out, slowing her movements as my muscles loosened around her. My breathing was ragged.
“Fuck,” she swore. Then she broke away from me, fingers pulling up and out of my salvyre slacks. They glistened. I sucked in a breath as I watched her press them into her mouth, eyes locking with mine as she cleaned away my moisture from the digits.
I opened my mouth to speak, but then closed it again. I didn’t know what to say as I was overcome by an onslaught of softness. I’d never had anything more than sex. Never wanted to. Salvyre didn’t get married. Didn’t get a house and do the whole domestic thing. Right? We would serve Ezuria until we died.
I had no frame of reference for this sort of thing, for the warmth that surged through me as I watched Seraphine Terrahaven smile down at me.
“Damn,” Sere said, lips twitching into a smirk. “You good?”
That snapped me out of it. I pushed her shoulder lightly, rolling my eyes. She looked far too pleased with herself. 
“Shut up."



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifty-One
 
High Command arrived later the next day, and I found myself in a meeting that only grew longer and more tired as the sun set. The High Command soldiers of the Blue Court were stiff and older, nothing like Gia or Killian. It was entirely frustrating.
By the time the sun dipped past the horizon, I was antsy. It felt like we were talking in circles. The only reprieve was that Sere and Dyleth were there, backing me up at every turn and elaborating on points I was fuzzy on. Sere took the lead throughout most of it, but as time stretched on, I felt more and more like bashing my head into the table.
When we got to the part about the dragon, about our escape and the rebels' control of my salvyre, the room went quiet. I was grateful that there had been guards who’d witnessed the dragon drop us and depart, because otherwise I wasn’t sure I’d have even believed it happened myself. It was only at Dyleth’s quiet probing that the officers snapped out of it.
It was prudent to send in reinforcements, and fortunately High Command shared that sentiment. But, of course, they’d only do so after they reached the Lady of the Blue Court and sent word to the king. It was easy to get frustrated, but Sere had cut me a look and then reminded me through the bond: if the rebels had managed to take siege of nearly our whole court, the thousand men of Fort Caeruleum stood no chance.
“You two have been very brave,” the general from High Command continued. He was middle aged, a salvyre with a thick neck and big hands. He gave Sere and I a reverential nod. “I knew your commander well. We will make sure your travel arrangements are comfortable.”
Sere’s apprehension was a splash of cold water through the bond. I sat up and refocused on the conversation. “Our travel arrangements?” She repeated casually, her expression entirely passive.
The general nodded. “The king will want to be debriefed in person.”
Something in me clenched in displeasure. I cleared my throat. “Sir, wouldn’t we be of better use here? Our people are here. We have insight into the rebels. We can help.”
He shook his head, and it was a clear dismissal. “Your offer is appreciated, but no. We will handle it from here. ”
“I don’t like this,” Sere said through the bond.
I leaned across the table, resting my elbows on the fancy parchment maps we’d just spent hours pouring over. “And what about my salvyre?” I asked, watching the look the officers exchanged.
The general blinked, and he actually looked surprised by the question. “Well, they will need to go before the High Court. You all will.”
I pushed to my feet. “My people just spent the last three days fleeing the only place they’ve ever known. The Scarlett City is burning. Innocents are being torn from their beds and killed in the streets.”
“Look, little lady.” He stood, and the rest of the officers followed. “If you have nothing to hide–”
“A woman with a dragon is no little lady to you,” Sere interrupted coolly. She was suddenly beside me, a picture of quiet fury. “Remember that, general.”
Everyone around the table froze. My eyes widened. In my peripherals, I saw Dyleth smirk.
The general had the common sense to look flustered. Pride or not, there was no mistaking the raw power of Seraphine Terrahaven. She radiated it. He glanced between Sere and I, and I could see him weighing his words before he nodded.
“Right.” He nodded agreeably. Then, as if to remind us of our stature, he jerked his head at the Fort’s commander. “We will depart for the Sun City at first light. I trust you can ready anything we need. Prepare a convoy for the prisoners.”
I didn’t need to look at Sere to know she hated this plan as much as I did.
 
After the meeting, Dyleth corralled Sere and I. She led us back into the sage’s hall, a tall building with colored glass windows on the southern side of the fort.
There were more sages in the Blue Court than any other court. They were drawn to the natural magic of the Blackwoods, the deep and unyielding forest that separated the Blue Court and the Green Court. As we walked, I saw the sages milling about, working and existing cohesively alongside the soldiers.
Dyleth found us a private area where Hasaan was waiting. The two of them exchanged a glance, and something unspoken passed between them.
“It appears you left out some key information when you filled me in yesterday,” Dyleth said dryly. “Tell us about the dragon.” She must’ve warned Hasaan, because his face didn’t reveal a speck of surprise.
I frowned. Somehow, that seemed ridiculous. But I suppose I had been so distraught over Sere, over Atlas, that it hadn’t mattered as much as the other details– like everyone arriving safely and having a bed to sleep in. Now, as I faced my mentor, I mentally kicked myself for the omission.
“I don’t really know. After Atlas… it kind of just appeared.” The words stumbled out of me ungracefully.
“Her eyes turned black,” Sere added. “She looked positively terrifying.”
There was no bite to the comment. Only awe and admiration was palpable in our bond. I thought back to the night she’d broken free of her own bargain– of the darkness in her eyes then. Is that what I’d looked like?
“The dragon, did she look like this?” Dyleth pulled a small oval pendant away from her neck and held it up. It was a painted piece of polished wood no larger than my thumbnail. I took a step forward and touched it with the tip of my finger. It was warm, and hummed with imbued magic.
Despite being so small, the art was extremely detailed. The dragon was a harsh white with grayed limbs and large teeth. I glanced up at Dyleth, trying to read her expression for clues. It was the same dragon, I had no doubt. Down to the glowing green eyes.
“Why do you have this?” I asked slowly. Apprehensively.
“Is that the dragon you saw?” She pressed.
“Yes.”
Hasaan placed his hand on Dyleth’s back and glanced down at her. “It makes sense. We did suspect.”
I blinked. “What makes sense?”
“The dragon you summoned is called Sascha. She is the guardian of Nyra. A gift from Ignis.”
“Sascha.” The name felt right on my tongue. Like something was sliding into place. “I don’t know how it happened. Have you ever been able to summon her…?”
“It’s not that simple.” Dyleth shook her head. She frowned. “A guardian can only be summoned by the goddess themself, or an heir. Sascha has not been seen in over a hundred years,” Hasaan supplied. He straightened. “It’s extraordinary.”
“An heir?” I echoed, blinking.
Sere’s surprise trickled through the bond, mirroring mine. “What does that mean?”
Dyleth tucked the necklace back into her shirt. “Our oracles have said that one day the Gods will rise anew. They’ll walk among us to end the wars cut short a hundred years ago.”
Again, I felt that weird sense of rightness. Of truth and knowing. My head felt suddenly fuzzy.
“What I’m about to tell you both is a truth so secret that merely speaking of it is punishable by death,” my mentor said slowly, her eyes sliding from me to Sere. She glanced around, then gestured for us to huddle into an alcove. “It’s time you know.”
“Dyleth, what are you talking about?” Seeing my mentor so serious was unsettling. My gut churned.
Hasaan cleared his throat. He’d taken his mate’s hand, a silent show of support. “The Great War you know is merely a story,” he said softly. “The real war was not with Vaul. Not at first. It was a war within Ezuria. Among our own people. A war for the throne.”
Sere leaned back against the stone wall, rubbing her chin. She looked entirely calm and casual, but I could feel the truth in the bond. She also was feeling that sensation of correctness, of truth at their words. And with it? With it came a gutting fear that things were about to get much, much worse.
“I don’t understand,” Sere said.
Dyleth’s face pinched in frustration, and Hasaan patted her shoulder.
“The Sacred Caves,” she said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Don’t you understand? The king has the caves. That’s access to immeasurable power.”
“It was a fight over magic?” I probed.
“Yes. An ugly one.”
“And Vaul?” Sere prompted.
Hasaan nodded. “Vaul did attack. We were too busy fighting our own to realize how vulnerable we’d become.” 
“How though?” I shook my head. “How did it start? How did it get to that point?”
Dyleth’s silver eyes fixed on me, then my mate. Slowly and deliberately, she said, “Some time before the Great War– the portal between our world and the world of gods was opened. When they crossed over—and I don’t mean merely the twelve, but the lesser beings and gods as well– everything changed in Ezuria. That much power among mortals? Alliances were made and broken. People died. The fighting went on for a long, long time.”
“And when Vaul saw we were weak, they attacked.” Sere deduced. “If what you’re saying is true then why didn’t the gods help defend Ezuria?”
It was Dyleth who answered, annoyance in her tone. “Why, indeed. They were the reason we were so divided. We had to send them back. Cesaria was the most powerful witch I knew, and even with her there, it took a coven of us to complete the ritual.”
I took a step back in surprise. “You knew Cesaria.” It wasn’t a question.
Dyleth nodded. “I fought by her side.”
Hasaan glanced down at his mate with undisguised pride, before clearing his throat and refocusing on Sere and I. “Closing the door to their world was the only way to reclaim Ezuria. We needed the people unified to fight Vaul’s invasion, and their presence only divided us,” he explained. “We bound them to their world, and wiped the memory of their presence here. It was the only way.”
“Not all of the Gods were keen on leaving. They had brought across legions and had become comfortable here. Without Nyra and Ignis we never could’ve done it– they never would have all left. So after— Nyra left Sascha behind to guard our people. They knew the peace could not last.”
“A memory spell of that magnitude…” Sere shook her head. “How is that possible? How many people know this?”
But it wasn’t disbelief in her tone. No— there was too much rightness in the story. We both knew it. I could feel it deep in our bond. Deep in my soul where something other, something with black eyes and black veins, lurked and waited.
Dyleth frowned. “It wouldn’t have been possible without Cesaria. At first, it was only those who were there who knew the truth. The sages, some lords, and the king. Others have been told by now, I’m sure. Just as we are telling you.”
I sunk back against a bench, burrowing my head in my hands. My mind was buzzing with all of the information, and a creeping sense of fear told me there was more. Told me I was going to have a far more prevalent role in all of this that I had ever anticipated.
“Tell me about the heir,” I rasped.
Dyleth took my hand, forcing me to look at her. My mentor had tension in her eyes. Had tightness in the lines of her face. And yet, when she spoke, her voice was calm and measured. “Child, if Sascha was summoned to your side, it means Nyra has chosen you as her heir.”
My mentor blinked suddenly, as if fully embracing for the first time what that meant. An awed look crossed her expression, and then she reached out and touched my cheek, gazing at me as if I was a lost friend. “The spell makes it so the gods cannot return. But they can bless an heir with their essence. Their magic.”
“You have the same abilities as Theia. Why her? Why not you?” Sere sank into the seat beside me, running a hand through her hair. “Why now?”
Dyleth shrugged. “I don’t know. But if Nyra has chosen an heir, it is because the other gods have also chosen theirs. The ones who want to return. They will try to break the spell.” Her brows furrowed, casting shadows over her silver eyes.
Awareness jolted through me. “Do you think Fray knows about this?” I half whispered in a panic. That knowledge in his hands… Who knew what he could be capable of?
Hasaan and Dyleth exchanged another look. Dyleth pursed her lips, and Hassan gave her another encouraging pat. “The gifts that Fray has…” Dyleth’s shoulders sank. “Compulsion at that scale… no one but an heir could possess that kind of magic. It would erode you.” Her eyes glazed over. “And he only seems to be getting stronger.”
“You think he’s an heir,” Sere whispered. She had gone utterly still. Pale as death.
“The sages have always suspected the War of Heirs was on the horizon,” Hasaan murmured. “Dyleth had been watching Theia for a long time. Her and Elys. And when Sere returned? We suspected. It’s part of why she left two of you in charge. You would’ve been the most powerful people in Arderiah,” Hasaan explained. He rubbed at his mate’s shoulders, shooting her a concerned look.
I exhaled roughly. Nausea was building in my stomach. Someone grasped my hand. Sere.
“Elys said she did it because of Selene.” Not because of me being an heir, whatever that meant. She did it because Selene had told her to. Because Selene had been trying to sabotage us this whole time.
Dyleth shook her head. “Yes, that was part of it. We all trusted Selene. But I also trust Nyra. I trust you.”
My head was swimming. Sere squeezed my hand, and asked Dyleth something. I blinked, watching as Hasaan’s mouth parted around words.
“Her mate would have also selected an heir.”
“Her mate?”
Dyleth nodded, and gestured to the woman beside me. “Ignis. God of fire and destruction.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifty-Two
 
The village was aflame.
Smoke billowed up, all around and into the sky. It was thick smoke. Nearly black.
In the midst of it all, I stood, feeling as if I’d been swallowed by a thicket of thorns.
The others had retreated, coughing and rubbing their eyes, but I’d remained. Locked to the ground. There was only the sound of fire cracking and lapping at the sides of homes.
And yet, screams continued to echo in my ears. They had long ago stopped, but still I heard them. Still felt them carving my insides out.
I felt his presence before I saw him.
His shadow cast over me, and I knew without words that he expected me to follow him out of the flames. The silent command was enough to create a dull pressure inside me, one that I obeyed without falter.
He dismounted half a mile later, where the rebels were setting up camp. With a simple beck of his finger, he gestured for me to follow, and I walked into his tent with him.
“Very good work today, Seraphine,” he said. His voice was rich with approval.
My muscles went taut. They knew that voice, what it meant, and reacted of their own accord. Their own fear. “Thank you sir,” I murmured, keeping my eyes downcast. He valued submission. The less I resisted, the less he would torment me.
“Sit,” he invited, reaching behind himself to the glasses and the ale he kept, before pouring two drinks. “We should celebrate.”
I bit my tongue to keep back the snide remarks. To keep from reminding him that children had been killed today. That entire families had been burned alive in their beds, and innocents had died trying to save them.
“What is it, Seraphine?” He questioned with an irritated sigh. 
I took a breath. “You didn’t take any prisoners today.” I kept my tone even, hoping he wouldn’t sense my vulnerability.
He frequently took prisoners. Children and other innocents. People he thought would be of use to him. Perhaps he was merely in a mood– or perhaps someone had angered him– but today he took none.
Fray pressed a glass into my hand, and scooted closer to me. He let his fingers curl around my thigh, and my body recoiled automatically. His grip tightened in warning.
“Always with that bleeding heart of yours, Seraphine.” His laugh was chilling as he traced a small circle with his fingertip. “I know you don’t like it when we kill the townsfolk. But if we never did, it wouldn’t send a message.”
“Isn’t it better that way? To be underestimated and get the upper hand?”
His hand drifted higher. My entire body was rigid. I doubted I could relax even if I tried. I'd never liked being touched like that, and certainly not by him. But my protests were always in vain. The ‘no’ died on my tongue the second he decided it was what he wanted. The compulsion forced my body to obey.
“My kids deserve to live in a world that’s better than this.” He was saying, his voice wrapping around me like a suffocating blanket. “I don’t enjoy spilling blood anymore than the next man. But I will do what I must for my children.”
I sucked in a trembling breath and brought the cup shakily to my lips. The ale was good, and the bitterness allowed me to focus on something besides him.
“Sweet girl, are you afraid of me?” His hand gripped my chin and forced me to look forward.
Finally, I met his eyes. I fought to keep my expression clear— no anger, no defiance, and certainly no fear.
“No sir.”
His brown eyes seemed to twinkle, as if I had just offered him a challenge. The look was familiar, and I knew what would come next.
“Then sit on my lap,” he purred.
 
When I woke, it was only because the raw panic had become a physical pain in my chest. My blood was pulsing rapidly through my heart, my hands, my throat. A sheen of sweat covered me from head to toe, dampening the blankets I had locked in a death grip.
    A dream. It had been a dream.
    But it hadn’t, I knew. It had been a memory. I could feel the poisonous venom of panic and fear seeping through the bond, and it gripped me just as intensely as the dream had.
“Fuck,” I swore, throwing off the blankets and shooting to my feet. Without even taking the time to throw on clothing, I burst from my room and tore down the hall. I could feel myself trembling. I could taste the sourness of Sere’s despair.
    With a hard shove I burst into her room, breaking through the lock in my haste. My shoulder ached as I took her in, searching for a threat.
    Sere was still in bed, but she was awake. The sheets were messily tossed aside and she was sitting up, eyes wide and wild. She was panting, not quite fully awake, not quite free of her dream. “Theia?” She breathed, her voice so gentle and confused that my heart clenched.
    “Yes,” I murmured, and at the raw vulnerability in her expression, my rage began to dissipate. She didn’t need my anger, and the realization was enough to calm me. I took a deep breath and shut the door– needing to shove it a bit to shut around the broken handle– before walking towards her and crouching next to the bed. She watched me, frozen.
“I was in your head,” I whispered, reaching out and placing my hand on her forearm. It tensed under my touch, but she didn’t pull away. “Breathe. Tell me what you need.”
    Finally, awareness seemed to settle in. Sere blinked once, then twice, that faraway look in her eyes sharpening into the expression I knew. It was dark in her room, the moonlight from the window casting only enough light for me to see how wide and dilated her eyes were.
I kept my hand on her arm, waiting. I didn’t dare get closer. Instead, I stayed crouching before her, hoping my touch would ground her the way hers did me, and told her, “you’re not there anymore, and he cannot control you.”
She didn’t move. I stared into her eyes, hoping that even in the dark she could see my conviction. Hoping that these were the right words, and they might somehow help. “You are commander of Arderiah. Captain of your class. Heir of Ignis, God of Fire. My mate,” I reminded her. “Matteus Fray will never touch you again.”
She still said nothing. My heart was racing, though I couldn’t tell if it was an echo of her anxiety or my lingering shock and anger. I kept my hand steady.
Finally, her lips twitched. “You’re naked,” she whispered, with a ghost of a smile.
And I felt suddenly lighter, seeing just that small twitch of her lips. I could feel the peace returning to her through the bond– the gratitude as she gently caressed my mind with her own.
“I was in a rush,” I explained, glancing down and flushing. I was naked. Very much so. I crossed an arm over my chest.
Sere sighed dramatically and pulled back the blanket, patting the space in front of her. “Climb in. You have goosebumps.”
As if on cue, I shivered. Her warm bed was beyond tempting. But I also knew though that this was crossing a boundary; I knew Sere was vulnerable. I hesitated. “Are you sure?”
She nodded. “Come.”
I rose up again, this time overly aware of my nudity. Of what was suddenly visible. Like this, I was laid entirely bare.
Once– I might have once felt emboldened and powerful in such a moment. Standing with my hair falling around my naked body in messy waves. But now, Kian’s marks covered my skin. The scars. His brand on my thigh. I almost stepped away; overwhelmed by the urge to cover myself and be smaller.
She reached out and took my hand, squeezing gently. Her eyes, golden and warm, were reverential. “Beautiful,” she whispered. And I saw –I felt— as she meant it.
My insecurity ebbed.  My scars, my hardness, my bruises and weariness. I sensed nothing but admiration through the bond.
Carefully, I slipped under the blankets. The bed was small, so I had to snuggle close to her. It was something new to me– being this close and cozy with someone romantically. She didn’t give me the chance to overthink— she wrapped an arm around me and shifted slightly, then pulled me tight until my back was flush against her front. Her other arm snaked under the pillow.
For a moment, I didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. Of all the things we’d done, this was by far the most intimate. I could feel her breath, even again, against the crook of my neck. I could feel the warmth of her body through the simple cotton shirt and shorts she wore. The rise and fall of her chest against my back. The night was quiet, and there was only us.
“I’m sorry I woke you,” she said finally, low and husky in my ear.
A part of her had been exposed tonight, laid bare for me. I could only imagine how she felt— how I would feel if my most painful and haunting moments were so intimately explored by another.
“Don’t apologize,” I replied as evenly as I could. “I’m sorry you had to go through that, Sere.”
“He’ll die for it,” she said simply. Her arms tightened.
I weighed my next question, unsure if I wanted to know the answer. Sere must’ve sensed my hesitation, because she sighed. “Just ask, Theia. I’m okay.”
I bit my lip, then exhaled. “Did he… did that happen a lot? And to others, too?”
The question hung in the air. Sere’s heartbeat was steady against my back though, and I knew if she didn’t want to answer she wouldn’t.
Her hand found mine, and her thumb stroked my wrist. “It happened only when we traveled without his wife and son, though I’m sure she knew it was happening anyway. I'd imagine there were others before me. And now…” The guilt in her tone was nearly tangible.
“What he does is not your fault. There’s only one person responsible for that, and it’s him.”
“I know that. But I keep thinking he might be doing it to Ariadne now. To any of my salvyre. Or one of the young girls or boys at the main camp. All I do is think about it and it fucking wrecks me.”
I could feel her anguish, burrowed deep down into the depths of her bones. I rolled over and faced her, raising a hand to cup her cheek. “Sere.”
Misty eyes met mine, and seeing her look so defeated, seeing her usual strength so far gone, made me want to draw blood. Matteus Fray would die. “You are not responsible for what he does,” I told her fiercely. “We will stop him, and there will be justice. His time is running out.”
She shifted closer, her palm flattening against my back. “Promise me something?”
“Anything,” I said immediately.
“If he… if this all blows up,” she stopped and shook her head. “Never mind. forget it.”
“Sere—”
“It’s too much to ask. I can’t.”
Moisture reached my fingertips as it welled up in her eyes and spilled over. Gently, I brushed her tears away, before leaning in and kissing her cheek softly. She let out a shaky breath.
“Ask me, and let me decide if it’s too much.”
Her hand, which had drifted to my hip at some point, squeezed softly. The contact was like a balm for both of us, and the tension flowing in the bond eased.
“I can’t be his again.” It was both a question and a statement. An oath and a benediction.
“Never,” I promised her, without hesitation. “I won’t let it happen.”
The room was quiet for a breath. Her hands were warm, and surprisingly steady. When she spoke again, her voice was clear.
“If he manages to trap me again and I can’t break free— I want you to kill me.” When I stilled, Sere took my hand and pressed my fingers into her chest. “I will not be his weapon again. I will not be his.”
The look in her eyes was wholly serious. She meant it. I could feel the truth in her words. I remembered what her dream had been like– her body following his orders automatically. She had been locked in her head— forced to participate and unable to speak out.
A small sound escaped me as I exhaled, and her grip on my hand tightened.
The realization that I wanted her alive and in my life was sudden and striking. When it happened– I wasn’t sure. But I’d grown indisputably and irrevocably attached to this woman. It wasn’t just the bond. It was her— her smart mind, her strength, her smile, her fearlessness. She was my ally. And at some point, she had become my friend.
My mate.
Sere opened her mouth to speak, and I cut her off.
“If that’s what must be done, I’ll do it.” Cupping her face, I leaned in until we were only a breath apart. “But it will never come to that. Not while I’m alive. Never again.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifty-Three
 
At my words, Sere finally relaxed. Her grip loosened, and the edge to her eyes softened. She reached up and brushed a strand of hair away from my face.
“Thank you for being here with me.”
“You would’ve done the same.”
She shook her head, then grinned. “Yes, but I probably would’ve worn clothes.”
The reminder sent a flush through my cheeks, and I turned away. “I was rushing!”
“Why were you naked to begin with? It’s freezing up here.” She pulled the blankets tighter around us.
“The clothes they left me were scratchy,” I mumbled, thumbing her sleep shirt. “Yours are softer.”
“Scratchy?” She echoed with a cock of her brow.
A sassy retort formed and died on my tongue as she tilted my chin back and leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to my lips. Immediately, I sighed and deepened it, reaching up to thread my fingers through her cropped hair. The kiss was tender. Not quite as heated as the ones we’d shared earlier– which were full of demand and desire. It was soft. Sweet.
“Have you ever considered getting a tattoo?” She asked when she pulled away. Her fingers traced a line down my arm, leaving a trail of goosebumps in their wake
I blinked. “I have a tattoo.”
She grinned. “Besides the salvyre ones. And don’t lie, I’ve seen all of you now so I'll know.”
My cheeks warmed again. “You’re mean.”
“You love it.”
“Hardly.”

Her hand moved back up to my cheek, where she followed the line of my cheekbone down to my lips. I resisted the urge to bite her.
“A no then?”
I shrugged. “My salvyre and I were going to go after we graduated. We wanted to get something matching, but we never settled on anything.” I frowned. It seemed that was another thing we’d never get to do.
Sere cocked a thumb under my chin and gazed down at me. “You can still get it done. It can still be meaningful.”
I was quiet for a moment as I thought. Her warmth wrapped around me, and I inhaled the smell of sandalwood and smoke, letting it soothe me. “If I went now I think I’d want to get something for Atlas.”
The hand on my cheek slipped down to my neck, where it traced the column of my throat. “If you want, I can help you come up with an idea and do it for you. I did all my tattoos.”
I blinked in surprise. Sere’s tattoos were gorgeous. Impossibly detailed and intricate. “You did these?” I asked, incredulous as I touched her bicep. In the darkness I couldn’t see, but I knew beneath my palm there was a depiction of the Violet Court so beautiful it could’ve been a painting. Small homes and canals– hyper-realistic and expertly done.
“Jasper and I picked it up as a hobby at Fort Ember,” she explained, and I felt her shrug casually. As if it was some small feat. “I've always been good at drawing. Once you master that, it’s actually pretty easy to spell it onto your skin.”
It took a moment to swallow my surprise. “Your tattoos are beautiful.” The awe was clear in my tone. “You’re so talented. I'd be honored.”
She clicked her tongue. “Tattooing you? My art on your skin? The honor is mine, siren.”
I rolled my eyes, but the pet name didn’t bother me as much as it once did. Actually, it seemed to have the opposite effect. My cheeks warmed.
“Theia Stormfury, you’re blushing.”
“I am not.” But my face grew hotter.
She pulled at the blankets that I was tucking my face into. “Liar.” 
I giggled, and then blinked in surprise. When was the last time I’d laughed? Her shadowed lips split into a grin.
“I like that sound,” she murmured, and something tugged inside the bond.
Before I even realized what I was doing, entirely enraptured by the way the silver cord in my mind was buzzing with warmth, I leaned in and affectionately pressed my mouth to hers.
Immediately, I remembered the dream. I remembered her dismissal when I tried to touch her earlier, when we’d kissed in the storm. I pulled back, heart racing. “Sorry— I wanted to ask–”
But a low growl escaped her throat, her eyes darkening with intent. The shift in the air was immediate. Her arms slid around my waist and tightened, dragging me closer until there was no space between us. A breathy curse flowed through the air– hers or mine? I wasn’t sure.
The soft cotton of her night clothes slid against my skin and I shifted, savoring the friction. I wanted to bask in her warmth. In the steady rhythm of her chest rising and falling against my own. Her kiss was hot and demanding, a fervent show of power and control. I wanted more.
One of my arms was trapped beneath us, but with my free hand I reached up and twisted my fingers into her short hair, effectively locking our mouths together. I loved how her hair felt— it was thicker and coarser than mine, and the sides were cropped down to her skin. My hand wandered there, scraping gently with my nails as I went.
Another low rumble escaped her, and then she rolled us so my back pressed into the mattress. I reached up and gripped her biceps, shivering in delight as they flexed beneath my grip. Gods, the sheer power of this woman. I pulled at her, wanting all of her weight. All of her. But she held back, her body poised taut above mine as she kissed and kissed me.
Just when my mind was starting to go fuzzy and my body felt like it would combust, she broke away, her lips trailing to the flesh just under my ear. I gasped for breath, arching into her as she nipped at the skin. It wasn’t enough.
She leaned up enough to shoot me a wicked grin, and briefly, I wondered if I’d said the last part aloud. Her lips were swollen as she ran her tongue across them, and then with methodical slowness, her hand trailed up from my hip and curled loosely around my throat.
“Sere.” Her name was breathy on my lips. Reverential.
“Mmm,” she hummed.“Do you want me, little siren?”
My brain was cloudy with desire. I arched my back again, and her thigh slipped between my legs, pressing just where I wanted it. A strangled moan escaped me, and her eyes went molten.
“Use your words, baby,” she encouraged, leaning in. Her warm breath fanned against my ear.
I almost didn’t understand what she was asking, I was so overwhelmed by sensation. The energy around us felt like it could spark at any moment, and we’d go up in flames. But then she started to pull back, and I whimpered, digging my nails into her skin. Words. She wanted my words.
“Yes– touch me,” I groaned. 
“I am touching you,” she teased, and I could hear the smirk in her voice. “Be specific.”
Gods, she had a filthy mouth. Her words alone got me more riled up than any other woman’s touch had before. I could feel her shifting into a different role— one of dominance and control. It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced, and I fucking loved it. I writhed against her thigh shamelessly.
When I simply moaned and didn’t answer, her fingers tightened around my neck. “This enough for you then?” She growled into my ear. “You're going to get yourself off with only my thigh between your legs and my hand around your throat?”
I gasped, and she chuckled.
“Perhaps I’ll tattoo my hands next, so you can have a pretty little necklace.”
Oh. The world could’ve fallen apart around us, and I wouldn’t have noticed. The warm silver cord that connected us was everything– consuming all of me, all of her, and leaving nothing behind. It was the one thing that made sense. Her voice, her skin, her.
“Fuck,” I hissed, my hips rolling again. It was so filthy. So hot. Her words went straight to my core, reducing me to a trembling mess of desire. I needed her. All of her. And I was realizing one surprising thing: for Sere, I would plead. I would beg. Anything to be close to her.
“Touch me. Please.” I gripped her tighter. “Fuck me.”
She paused, and I feared she would make me say it again, just to embarrass me. Or worse— that I'd said something wrong. But when she pulled back, she was smirking. “Good girl.”
This time, when she kissed me, there was urgency behind it. I felt the fire budding between us, violently coursing through my veins– sizzling through every place her skin touched mine. It felt like I was aflame. And maybe I was. With Sere as my mate, I couldn’t get burnt anyway.
“Sere,” I growled in frustration, tired of the teasing, tired of the waiting.
Her grip on my throat slackened, and then she was gripping my wrists and flattening my palms against the headboard. The wood was cool.
“Keep these here,” she commanded sharply.
I blinked through the lust-riddled haze and nodded slowly.
Her fingers tightened. “Your words,” she reminded me.
My hands. The headboard. I could do that. “Yes,” I breathed.
She pulled back slightly, and our eyes locked. Hers were nearly black. “I mean it. Move your hands and I stop.”
“Fuck,” I swore, rolling my hips against her. “Yes. Just touch me.”
My words seemed to please her. “Very good.” She grinned wolfishly, all predator as she gazed down at me.
The praise shouldn’t have made me feel all warm inside, but it did.
Warm hands cupped my breasts, and when she ran her fingers ever so lightly against the hardened tips, I trembled, biting back a moan.
“Oh no, siren. Those little sounds you make are mine.” She ducked her head and pressed her lips into my neck, sucking softly. “Mine.”
“Take them then–”
She pinched my nipples and rolled them between her fingertips, causing my words to cut off into a groan.
“Gods Theia,” she murmured. “You’re so fucking beautiful like this, spread out below me like a fucking feast waiting to be devoured.” And then her mouth was on me, her tongue circling my nipple, her teeth nipping at the tender flesh. As her hand traced a path down my abdomen, she moaned as if I really did taste like a feast.
“I want to touch you,” I gasped, my nails digging into the wooden frame. My breathing was embarrassingly shallow, the words breathy with want.
“Is that so?” She rose back up, until our eyes were level. Her hand continued its downward drift, rubbing circles into my stomach. “You want to move those hands, pretty girl?”
“Yes, please.”
“And what would you do?” She asked in that husky bedroom voice that was driving me insane. “Where would you touch me?”
“Everywhere, I–” my sentence cut off as she dragged a finger down between my legs and through my center. I swore, and she parted me with nimble fingers, swiping through my wetness.
“You're so ready for me,” she rasped, leaning down to nip my earlobe. “What a good girl.”
“Please,” I groaned, and I could feel my hands trembling as they pressed into the headboard. “Let me touch you.”
“No.”
She swiped her middle finger over my clit as she said it, and I cried out loudly. My body arched into the touch, trembling. “Ask me again,” she rasped.
“Please, Sere—”
“No.” She dragged her fingers past my entrance once more, then gathered the moisture up and used it to drag slow, slippery circles around my clit. My body shook as I cried out. She felt so fucking good. I wanted to grab onto her shoulders and hold her close.
But I wouldn’t touch her. Not without her permission. So I kept my hands on the headboard, my mind swimming. There was no reciprocating, no redirecting pleasure. All I could do was take what she gave me. And it was almost too much.
Her mouth returned to my chest, and I moaned, rolling my hips into her hand. The orgasm was building quickly-– fiery and intense. Sere trailed her tongue lower, rubbing down the line of my abs to my navel. Then, her touch was gone from my clit, and I cried out in protest.
Only for it to turn into a moan as she slid two fingers inside me.
“Greedy little thing,” she murmured, watching the spot where her fingers slowly pumped in and out. Her fingers curled, brushing against that sensitive spot along my walls.
“Stop playing and fuck me,” I growled, struggling to get her deeper.
But I should’ve known better. Her fingers stilled, eliciting an embarrassing squeak of displeasure.
“You’ll do better if you remember who’s in charge. Ask nicely,” Sere said. 
Our eyes met, and hers narrowed in challenge. Groaning in frustration, I threw my head back. “Please, Sere, fuck me.”
“Much better.” And without another second's delay, she dragged her tongue across my slit. Once. Twice. With cocky ease, she found my clit and sucked it between her lips. Hard.
My back practically bowed off the bed as I screamed. She was suddenly everywhere, and I was all sensation. Sere set a brutal pace, her fingers pressing inside me as her tongue flicked up and down my clit, treasuring me like my taste alone was all she needed. Her free arm wrapped around my leg and pinned across my stomach, holding me flat against her mouth.
“Gods—” I gasped. My body was on fire then. It had to be. My legs were trembling as she drove into the one spot over and over, her tongue a merciless force. The sounds of her fucking me were downright scandalous.
“Come for me, baby,” she said into my flesh.
My entire body was locking up, clenching so hard that my legs shook. She hummed against me, and I fell across the edge.
“Sere,” I gasped.
She held me through the orgasm, drawing out every last ounce of pleasure with expert swipes against my clit. When the mere teasing of her tongue sent aftershocks through me, she pulled away, grinning. Her face was wet with my arousal and gods, she’d never looked sexier.
“Come here,” she murmured as she crawled back up the bed and wrapped her arms around me. She reached up and squeezed one of my hands, eyes softening.
My body was still shaking. I rested my head on her chest, and finally, let my hands drift down. My palm curled around her hip. Exactly where it had been before she kissed me. When she didn’t move or pull away, I relaxed into her.
“You don’t like to be touched?” I asked quietly.
There was a pause before she spoke. “No,” she sighed.
“But this is okay?” I clarified.
As if on instinct, her arms tightened. “Yes.”
“You’ll tell me if I ever do something you don’t like?”
She pulled back a breath and stared into my eyes. There was a myriad of emotions in her expression, a mix of guilt, sadness, awe, and something else.
“I like everything we’ve done so far. I like pleasing you. Being held by you and kissed by you,” she murmured. She looked away then and clenched her jaw. “I like control.”
The cord between us thrummed, warm and steady.
“Okay,” I murmured. Because that was enough. Whatever she could give me was enough. I cupped her face and kissed her, trying to convey all of my feelings through our lips.
When I pulled away our breaths were ragged.
“Stay.” She whispered, tucking her head into my neck. Her fingers were wound into my hair, tangled into the strands.
I exhaled on a laugh. “I’m naked. I’m not about to make that walk again.”
Her chuckle came from deep in her chest, and the warm sound made me smile. “My siren is a little nudist. Interesting.”
I smacked her arm, but couldn’t help the smile. My siren.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifty-Four
 
This time, the dream was my own.
I knew this instinctively as I peered down at my hands, which pulsed with untapped energy. I clenched and unclenched them, trying to mollify the tension. As I watched, dark lines began to spread through my flesh, spider webbing from the tips of my fingers and up my arms.
There was a soft ringing in my ear, and I looked up, confused. All around me was water– seas that went on for miles in all directions, pale and gray and without an end in sight. I pivoted, spinning completely in my search for land. But there was nothing save for the soft waves that rose and fell beneath my feet. I stood –somehow– above the water, as if it were solid ground. Whether it was mere inches or miles of water below me, I had no idea.
The humming got louder. My heart thudded in tune with it, steady and quick.
“Finally,” a soft voice spoke from somewhere beyond. The voice carried across the air of a siren’s song, wrapping around me and pulling towards some larger, heavier force.
Once more, I turned, searching. My body was brimming with a powerful sensation of rightness, of balance and life and goodness. It was as if it knew something I didn’t–
My lips parted in awe.
Before me, standing perhaps ten feet away, was a figure so beautiful, so ethereal, that I almost couldn’t bear to look at them. They were tall, with flawless dark skin and glowing white hair, which had been styled into neat braids that fell down their back. The strands were so pale that they blended into the misty white dress they wore. Their hands were clasped before them, and even from where I stood I could see that their long fingernails were coal black. The magic there had seeped into their nail beds and along the lengths of their fingers.
But it wasn’t the shimmering hair or otherworldly fabric that gave me pause. It was their eyes– wholly black, and framed by thick, white lashes. I’d only seen eyes like that one other time– when Sere broke free of Matteus Fray’s bargain.
My chest pounded. Before me stood a god, I knew.
And I was not worthy.
I started to sink to my knees, but they lifted a hand, stopping me. I froze. My body trembled at the force of the silent command.
“Who are you?” I asked, the words floating up and around us. But even as I said it, I knew the answer. It was written in the energy that pulsing through my arms, begging for release. It was as if my magic recognized kinship, and longed for unity. Beneath my feet, the water hummed.
The being smiled, their coal covered lips parting around perfect white teeth. They were so beautiful that I ached. Entirely refined feminine beauty– yet with a pulsing otherness that made them not quite human, not quite woman or man, or even something between.
Their head tilted as they regarded me.
“You know me as Nyra, Goddess of Oceans and Seas, queen of the gods who govern life. She who is unyielding.”
Nyra.
Nyra.
The beautiful being before me could be no one else.
My knees shook.
“Why…?” I couldn’t find the words to finish that thought. Why are you here? Why me? Why now?
Nyra took a step forward, and the water rippled around her like skirts blowing in the wind. Again, I felt that innate urge to kneel.
“You know why,” she said, her voice a song. “Our meeting is long overdue.”
She was here for me. To meet and talk with me. There could only be one reason.
“I’m your heir.” The words were shaky. When she nodded, I felt the panic begin to bubble in my gut. “You want me to stop Fray, don’t you? He’s an heir too?”
Her expression darkened. “Matteus Fray is heir to Gladim, a very powerful death god.”
My breath stuttered. If Nyra was here… the gravity of that began to sink in. My skin prickled.
“Oh, sweet girl,” she murmured, stepping closer. She was near enough that I could reach out and touch her, should I have the courage. Her eyes searched my face. “I am so sorry for all this has done to you,” she murmured. “And I’m sorry for your sweet Atlas. Their soul is kind and full. You will meet again. I offer you that as solace.”
“Atlas,” I breathed. The emptiness in my chest throbbed, and I wrapped an arm around myself. “You’ve seen them? Can I…?”
Nyra shook her head. “No. It is not yet time.”
But… “Not yet. But one day? I’ll see Atlas again?” My breathing was shallow.
“Yes,” they said, and their voice was melodic. “As long as I am queen, all mortals are welcome in the otherworld. I do not seek to close the door of souls.”
I looked up at her, the Goddess whose magic ran through my veins, and licked my dry lips. “The door of souls?”
Nyra exhaled slowly, but her dark eyes revealed nothing. “It is a passage known only to Mora and the souls of the dead. If it closes, the souls of the dead will become trapped in your world. They will wither away. The land will darken and suffer. There will be chaos.”
My blood went cold. “Why would anyone want that?”
She frowned, and for a moment, her essence seemed to flicker in and out. “I am sorry I couldn't come sooner. My abilities are being stretched thin, and even being here now is difficult. The otherworld is at war, and the door of souls is not the only gate under siege. There is one in your world that Gladim’s followers seek to lay claim to as well. If they open it, Gladim will dominate your land next.”
The pieces slid into place. “The Sacred Caves?”
Nyra nodded. “I need you to go there. To keep those runes intact. If they are broken— Gladim will enter your realm, and there will be little I can do to stop him.”
My heart thudded. “How is he so powerful? You’re queen.”
A sad smile graced her lips. “It is not merely a matter of my magic against his. When we closed the gate to your world, families were torn apart. My people and yours had become interconnected.” She sighed. “It was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. But it was the only way to stop Gladim and his followers from laying siege to your land. It was the only way to save your kind. It wasn’t easy. Many became discontented.”
“There are other gods supporting him. They want to come back,” I breathed. “I don’t understand though. Why would any human agree to help? If he’s trying to keep us from the otherworld, trying to claim our world for the gods– what would any human have to gain from that?”
Nyra smiled ruefully. “You overthink.”
“Power?” I guessed, brows rising. “What, Fray wants a leg up with the gods?” I shook my head. “What can we do? Can a god even die?”
She smiled sadly. “No, child. But there are ways to subdue us. Ways to hurt us. Things even worse than death…” She blinked, but her eyes had started to glaze over. Her entire body had taken on a translucent quality. It was eerie.
“My mate, Ignis, was captured by Gladim,” she continued quietly. “Gladim has taken his crown as the king of the death gods. Any illusion of peace in the otherworld has since been shattered.”
I stiffened. “You said he can’t die… but what if something happens to him…?”
“His heir will weaken.”
Sere. She meant Sere.
Nyra bowed her head, understanding in the lines of her lips. “Wherever they have him, he sleeps. As long as it remains so, she will be okay.”
My throat felt thick as I swallowed. “Right.”
Her form flickered again. “I can’t stay much longer. I came to warn you. There are others in power working for Gladim. Ashridge wasn’t the only one. Heirs too: it’s not just Matteus Fray and Selene.”
“You’re saying…” I trailed off, a fresh lick of fear coursing through me. It weighed heavier than my awe, than my confusion. “How many heirs are there? How many can there be?”
“Twelve. One for each of the High Gods.”
My skin prickled. Twelve.
She didn’t offer any further information, and when I opened my mouth to ask, she cut me off.
“Your oracle is the heir of Tempros.”
Selene. My heart stuttered and I swore. “She’s the reason Atlas is dead. She betrayed us.” An heir? How powerful did that make her? And as Dimitri’s mate?
“That may be, but Tempros works in ways we cannot always understand,” Nyra said gently. “He is one of the few I know we can trust.”
“Perhaps in your world,” I disagreed, and as I snapped it, a chill swept down my spine. A reminder of who I was with. Who I was talking to. “Selene is working for Matteus Fray.”
Her expression didn’t change. “Then it is because that is the course Tempros has chosen. Leave her be. Let her continue down that path.”
I looked away, fighting against the parts of me that screamed to cut Selene down. To make her suffer for what she’d done. To me, to our family. To Arderiah.
But then there was the instinctual part of me that submitted. That wanted to kneel at Nyra’s feet and bow to her command. Her magic flowed through me— she, queen of gods. Her will called to me like a siren’s song.
Still standing, I managed to nod. To listen. “You’re saying that Tempros is influencing Selene? Making her do things?” That she hadn’t chosen to betray us— he had? 
Nyra didn’t blink, but her features softened. “To some degree, yes,” she said. “A god is powerful, but we cannot control the will of others. Tempros merely guides her.”
Tempros guides. She acts. “So she joined Fray of her own volition. Allowed Atlas to be killed.”
The goddess sighed wearily. “It is the course we are on. I’m sorry.”
    “That’s fucked up,” I snapped, curling my shaking hands into fists. “Atlas deserved more. They were nothing but good. Loyal. They would’ve helped. There had to be another way.” Unshed tears burned in my eyes. In my mind I saw Atlas’ face, grinning: full of life and mischief. I saw them on the beach, painting. Flirting at the bar and drinking Selene’s wine. Holding me when I came home.
    “I understand your pain,” Nyra said simply. “I wish it wasn’t this way. Gladim has claimed far too many people like Atlas. Yours was not the first and will not be the last. It is why we must keep fighting.”
    I swallowed, knowing when I spoke again my voice would tremble. I looked at my hands, studying the black lines that spiderwebbed through them. “Selene complained someone was blocking her, and that’s why she didn’t know where the children were. Was that Tempros? He can do that?”
    Nyra blinked, glancing past me. Her midnight eyes seemed to glaze over, as if she was in two places at once, watching two separate scenes unfold at the same time. “Perhaps,” she acquiesced, her tone vague and airy. “I must go now. I came to warn you. You’re not safe where you are. Take Seraphine, and travel to the town east of your station. You will find the Heir of Tenei in a familiar face there. They can be trusted. Let them guide you.”
I stepped towards her, a million questions on my tongue. But she was already fading away.
“Wait–” I cried, scrambling. “My people. I can’t— I–”
“They are safer with you gone,” she assured. But there was tension in her eyes that wasn’t there before. Around us, the water sloshed and splashed.
“Wait–” I tried again. I had so many questions. So much I wanted to know and say. But there was no time. I could see that in the transparency of her form, hear it in the whispers in the air. Roughly, I swallowed. Steadied myself.
“If you see Atlas. Will you tell them–” I choked.
I love them.
I’m sorry I didn’t keep them safe.
I will end this.
I will see you again.
Her eyes cleared –for a split second– and focused entirely on me. Her gaze was infinite. There was empathy and love– anger and frustration. She was queen, kin, and patroness. Tears filled my eyes again.
“They know,” Nyra said.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifty-Five
 
If there was anything Seraphine Terrahaven understood, it was the threat of Matteus Fray’s compulsion. Sages. Lords. Generals. The King. There was no telling how deeply his influence penetrated Ezuria.
    It wasn’t hard to convince Sere that we needed to go. I think, to some degree, she was relieved. That she already knew and was waiting for me to say it. She began packing before I’d even finished telling her about my dream.
    A bead of sweat trailed down my back as I gripped the straps of my bag tighter. Sere and I agreed to meet outside the wall behind the jailhouse once we finished packing. It was quiet, the sun still rising, and a sheen of mist hung in the air. The perfect shroud for our escape.
    The general would see our departure as desertion, no doubt. He was right to.
    But I was more than just salvyre. More than the captain of my team, more than a soldier or sister or friend. More than Arderiah and the Red Court. I was the heir of Nyra. I was a warrior of the Gods. And if that meant leaving? Being named a deserter and having my loyalties questioned? So be it.
I would do as Nyra commanded.
    The first sign that something was wrong appeared as I stepped into the jail, the cool air damp and the hall unlit. There were no guards manning the entrance.
Swearing, I rushed inside and down the corridor, halting when I got to the cell my brothers were being held in.
    “Vas? Dimitri?” I called, heart pounding. I blinked, my eyes taking a moment to adjust to the dark. There was no response.
    “Something’s wrong,” Sere said through the bond. “Where are you?”
    “The jail. The cells are empty.” Panic— bitter and thick– was potent as I searched the surrounding rooms. Each one seemed mustier than the last, and I knew with growing despair what I would find when I swung open the final door.
    “There’s no one here,” I said as I stood in the entryway of the empty room. I retreated hastily, hurrying back the way I’d come.
    “I’m coming.” But she didn’t have to say it. I could sense Sere, could feel her approach through the pulsing energy of our bond. Her anxiety, her adrenaline.
We met outside, and her face was tight with worry. Her thick brows tugged together as she crossed the space between us.
    “They’re gone,” I told her hastily. “The guards too. I think they took them somewhere–”
    Sere reached out, and the urgency in her movements caught me by surprise. She gripped my shoulders tightly and shook her head. “It’s Elys. Elys is here.”
    Her intensity seeped through the bond, and for a moment I stood there– gaping like a fish. Her emotions were so strong— so contrary, so foreign and confusing. I couldn’t fathom why she was so upset– why she wasn’t relieved. Elys was here.
    “Elys and the rest of them?” I breathed. They had made it. I reached up and grasped her arms, squeezing.
    But she was already shaking her head again. “No,” she breathed. “Theia, it’s not like that.”
    It’s not like that. Her words rang in my ears and my blood went cold.
    “They have Dimitri and Vas,” I realized.
    Sere watched the conviction sweep through me. She waited as the beginnings of anger twisted in my gut— deep and furious and consuming.
    She lifted a hand to cup the side of my face, holding my gaze. Warm honey eyes watched me— knowing. Seeing.
    “Elys is in the courtyard by the sage’s hall. There’s something happening,” she told me in that low, resolved voice of hers. Her thumb traced my jaw. “I couldn’t really see, but your salvyre could be there too.”
    “I can’t leave without them.”
    But she already knew that. There was no surprise, no frustration. Only an echo of my anger– of my urgency and desire. She nodded once, and her hand fell away.
    “This way.”
 
Commander Elys Vanora had always been someone who demanded deference. She never needed to use her gifts to make her presence known. Her commands were never reinforced by a show of magic or threats. They were simply commands, and people knew to listen.
    People knew better than to cross her.
    She stood now across the courtyard, and even with her back to me I knew exactly what her face would’ve looked like: cool, authoritative, obstinate. Sere and I held back, hidden by the shadows in the alley between buildings. We couldn’t hear what she was saying, couldn’t see past the wall of familiar backs that faced the sage’s hall. There were maybe ten of them— of the soldiers and salvyre that had left for the Scarlett City. They stood now across the foggy courtyard.
The cloying flavor of illusion magic assaulted my nostrils from across the way, causing me to bristle. To my knowledge, none of our soldiers shared Dimitri’s gift. My eyes settled on Elys’ back once more. On the familiar shape of her tight auburn bun. Was it her? If it came to a fight, that sort of gift could entirely shake up the playing field.
    A figure stepped to the side, and I spotted Dyleth. Her eyes were locked on a person in familiar sage shrouds, their face hidden from our position. The coolness in Dyleth’s gaze as she focused on the individual sent a start through me, and I gripped Sere’s arm.
    “He must’ve intercepted Elys and the others on their way to the city. She’d brought safes with her. With any of them under his control– he would’ve figured out we’d used the tunnels,” I realized. Iciness raced through my veins. Beside me, Sere stilled.
“That’s how they found us so quickly.” Her eyes met mine, and I saw my dread echoed in them. Her hand found the pommel of her sword.
Across the way, the voices got louder. More people were joining the circle of bodies facing the hall– facing my mentor. I recognized the High Command Officers, the commander of Fort Caeruleum. To my horror, they stepped to stand beside Elys. With their backs to us, I got only glimpses– Dyleth, now furious. Hasaan, face tight and more serious than I’d ever seen him.
And then there were Dimitri and Vas, chained and kneeling.
I took a step forward before I even had the chance to fully register what was happening. No longer hidden by the shadows, I locked eyes with Hasaan. He was standing shoulder to shoulder with my mentor, his mate, and his features were tinged with resolve. This would come to a fight. I didn’t need to be an oracle to anticipate how the blood would spill on the ground, staining the gray cobblestone to oily black.
Hasaan gave me an almost imperceptible shake of his head. Get out of here, his expression read.
But it was too late. One of the High Command officers– the infuriating general with the square face– gestured towards the sages and my brothers, and his intent was clear. The men behind him pulled their weapons, called their magic. Energy thrummed in the air.
There was no hesitation. I launched forward, all fire and ice, heart pumping with the need to fight, to protect, to absolutely annihilate anyone who dared lay a hand on my family. The mist seemed to curl around me as I moved, recognizing its queen, its goddess, in the blood that flowed through my veins.
The fight exploded outwards in the time it took me to cross the courtyard. Twin waves surged from the fog and curled around my brothers– freezing solid. My mentor and her mate strode forward and stood before them, fury and power incarnate. Their shoulders brushed with an intimacy only mates could have– two souls preparing to fight as one single unit.
But then Elys and the other salvyre were there, and I quickly lost sight of them. Sages began to charge from the hall, faces I’d never seen before, taking arms up with Mako and forming a semicircle at its entrance. They stood protecting my salvyre— protecting the sage’s hall and what remained of my people.
Swords met swords, metal clanked and echoed in the chilly morning air. From my old commander exploded slithering black shadows, which whipped through the courtyard and towards the sages with chilling accuracy. I jumped into its path and sliced a shard of ice towards one, eyes widening as the shadow simply passed through it. Right before the shadow could strike, a burst of flame exploded from behind me, singeing it into nothingness. Sere. 
“Get out of here,” Dyleth snapped in my direction, not even glancing my way as she went toe to toe with a salvyre whose palms glowed with violet spheres. There was a resounding crack as each exploding blow connected with my mentor’s ice.
Sere’s adrenaline was purring in harmony with mine through the bond, and I sensed her behind me as I fought to get closer to my mentor. The acrid smell of burning flesh filled the air and beside me, someone dropped.
“Theia Stormfury,” hissed a voice I knew all too well. There was barely time to turn before Elys’ shadows were swarming me once more.
My mate’s magic hummed inside me and I let it burn beneath my skin, stepping forward and towards the commander. Her shadows recoiled from the heat, but she was not deterred. All around us magic fought magic, steel fought steel. And Elys? Trapped under Matteus Fray’s compulsion, her features were entirely smooth and calm.
“I warned you.” Elys reached for the rapier at her waist. She pulled it free in one smooth motion. “Remember, I gave you the option to surrender Arderiah peacefully. If you’d just done so, we wouldn’t be here.”
I reminded myself that Commander Elys Vanora might’ve been the one standing before me, but it was not her words that left her lips. It was all Matteus Fray, the rebel leader who had stolen from me, time and time again.
I didn’t bother with my sword.
Dyleth’s teachings came to me in a blur. Every lesson, every drill. It was like she was in my ear and whispering directly to my subconscious, sending my magic through my body in motions that were entirely second nature. Stop the tide. Elys was turning towards me, shadows leaking from her like a second skin being peeled back. I refused to meet her eyes, refused to get lost in the familiarity of her features, and instead corralled the morning mist towards her ankles. Chest rising and falling furiously, I curled my fingers into fists, freezing her in place.
Elys was not deterred. Even stuck as she was, her shadows were exploding towards the sage’s fighting around her, striking into their skin and sizzling mottled flesh away in bubbly, gray chunks. Screams pierced the air as uniformed soldiers surged, charged by the opening.
My fingers burned at my side like candle wicks. I didn’t need to look down to know my veins were blackening along the backs of my hands, up my arms. I could feel the power inside me, burning, otherworldly, and entirely mine. Fire burst up around my old commander in flames.
“Look at me,” I hissed as I closed in. The flames were close enough to keep her shadows at bay, but they did not burn her. Not yet.
Elys’ cool blue eyes met mine, not a flicker of the humanity I knew in them. There was only indifference, the apathy of a body that was more of a shell– a husk, occupied by someone entirely absent and unaffected.
It only made my blood burn hotter.
“Matteus Fray, if you can hear me, I’m coming for you. For Kian, for Selene. I will paint Ezuria in your blood.”
There was no flicker of recognition across Elys’ face. It was as if my words had merely breezed over her. Instead, she glanced just beyond my shoulder, and her lips tugged up into a half-smile. “You could have been spared. Your brothers, your mate, your mentor. You all could have been spared if only you’d done as I said.”
The words were low and chilly. Around her, the flames flickered.
“Selene tried so hard to stop this. To stop you from killing your salvyre.” Elys licked her lips and grinned wider. “Still, despite it all, you’ll die today. All of you. Some captain you turned out to be.”
My joints locked up. I couldn’t have moved if I tried. Realistically, I knew it wasn’t Elys saying those words. I knew it was Matteus Fray, just egging me on. Looking for a reaction.
“We've got company.”
Sere’s voice through our bond jolted me out of it. I glanced back at her, tensing as I saw her facing off with a fresh batch of Caeruleum guards. They were quickly outnumbering us. I steeled myself.
Except then suddenly Elys cried out, drawing my attention back to her. Thin red rivulets of blood dripped down from her nose and over her lips. She reached up and wiped at it, before a spasm rocked through her, hard enough that the ice at her ankles shattered and she tumbled to the cobblestone.
All around us, bodies began to crumble. Illusion magic clawed at my throat as I inhaled, bitter and nauseating. I stepped towards Sere, brows tugging together, but then the earth rumbled so deafeningly loud and powerful that I stumbled into her. Across the field of falling soldiers– a near sea of black uniforms and shrill cries– I met Dyleth’s wide-eyed gaze.
Sages cried out as the ice just beyond the hall’s entrance– the ice protecting my brothers– exploded.
Out first stepped Vas, wild and untamed, the chains gone. He stood both familiar and strange at the same time, his eyes dark with unmistakable bloodlust. The earth willowed under his feet like the waves of Lost Lake, and I half expected the ground to swallow us all whole.
But there was no need.
From behind him stepped Dimitri, and suddenly the screaming made sense. The cloying magic in the air made sense. He rumbled with power, and his eyes were entirely black.
Something instinctual tugged inside me. Perhaps it was the goddess who’d sired me as her heir. Perhaps it was simply me, simply a gut feeling.
My brother was rigid with strain. Sweat gleamed on his forehead, on his upper lip and neck. His magic was being pushed further than I’d ever seen before— ever could have possibly imagined. I wondered idly if he’d ever been wearing chains. If it had been an illusion this whole time.
Dimitri and I locked eyes.
A sense of absolute certainty swirled through me, absolute knowing,
It was not Dimitri who stared through dark, familiar eyes.
It was Tempros.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifty-Six
 
The light crested just past the tall, ashen roof of the sage’s hall, casting a corona of light directly into my eyes. I squinted, half unsure of what I was actually seeing, and I felt the fire around me burn out as coolness pooled in my gut.
    “Theia,” I heard Sere caution beside me, and I could feel her unease trickling through the bond.
“It’s Dimitri,” I breathed. “This is him.” Around us were Arderiah and Caeruleum soldiers alike, collapsed and writhing through whatever illusions Dimitri was casting. There was a strain to his features– his body struggling to process the absolute energy and power a god commanded. Dimitri was not an heir. He was merely mated to one.
    “Get your brothers and go!” Dyleth screamed as she staggered back. Blood was splattered across her face. “Get out of here. Nyra needs you.” Mako and Hasaan flanked her, the former’s face the color of chalk.
Go.
    I was still wearing the knapsack I’d packed this morning, for that very purpose. My dream of Nyra felt like a distant memory. Every muscle in my body had gone taut. It felt like if I moved, if I blinked, I’d snap. Go.
    “Theia!”
And then I was closing the distance, hurrying over both dead and live bodies alike to get to my salvyre. The ground still trembled– still shook. I reached Vas and tugged on his arm. I was careful to avoid his hand– or rather, the space where his left hand should have been. “We have to go,” I told him.
    His eyes were wild. Foreign. He looked half ready to attack, as if he no longer knew who was friend and who was foe. He blinked, and then the rocks that had been poised at his sides, ready to be thrust forward at his opponents, returned to the ground in a clatter of earth on stone.
    “Heir of Nyra,” came a low, dark voice, just beyond Vas.
    A creature possessed stood frozen, focused entirely on me.
“Shit, Dimitri,” I breathed. Blood was dripping from his eyes– his nose, his ears, his lips. It streamed down his face and neck in ribbons. As I watched, his sweat-drenched body swayed on his feet.
    “We’ve got to go,” Sere called. “Elys and the others— I don’t know how much longer it’ll last.” Already the guards by Mako were forcing themselves back to their feet, staring down his sword unyieldingly.
    “Come on,” I reached for Dimitri, Vas already making his way towards a group of soldiers rising near Sere.
    Dimitri stepped back, cleanly avoiding my reach.
    I felt my face fall. “Dim?”
    “Heir of Nyra,” he repeated softly. His voice rang out, and it was somehow both lighter and deeper than before. It was like Dimitri had been peeled apart, and then layered back together. The voice was at once none of my brother, and entirely him. He continued, “the course you need to travel does not have room for Dimitri Stormfury.”
    I blinked at him, at this otherworldly being that had taken my brother, the words not making sense. Beside me, someone pushed up and charged. I instinctively turned and set a burst of fire in their direction, sending them screaming and flailing to the ground. Flesh sizzled and accosted my nostrils with smoke.
“I need you Dimitri, come on,” I hissed, turning and reaching for my brother again. Once more, he stepped out of the way.
“Get her out of here,” someone yelled past me. Hasaan.
An arm snaked around my waist, tugging me back into a wide, familiar chest. “Theia, we have to go.” The scent of sandalwood blanketed me, and for a moment, I allowed myself to be tugged away. “He’s Selene’s mate. We can’t take him.”
The words felt like a betrayal. “I’m not leaving him,” I snarled, shoving at my mate. But her strong arms were like iron, pulling me backwards and away. “Sere I swear if you don’t–”
“He’s doing this for you. So we can get out. He can’t keep them down forever. And more guards are coming.” Sere argued. Her voice was hot against my skin, furious. But her fear was acrid as it pulsed through our bond.
Logistically, I knew she was right. He was a risk, tied to Selene as he was. And who was I to disobey a god? The God of Time, no less? Nyra had promised we could trust him, and here he was.
Telling me to leave Dimitri behind.
My body felt entirely too heavy. I knew, looking at my brother, if I left now without him I’d probably never see him again. He was as good as dead or worse. He’d be like Elys, entirely at the mercy of Matteus Fray once more.
Something flickered in my brother’s eyes– just in the slightest, just for a moment. But that moment was all it took. Dimitri fixed his gaze on me, blinked, and dipped his chin ever so slightly.
Go.
Then Tempros flashed in his eyes once more, and I was turning, breaking free of Sere’s grip and tugging her towards Vas. He was staring at Dimitri, and everything inside me died at the heartbreak that I saw there.
But there was no time. As if on cue, loud bells suddenly pierced the air. An attack signal. 
    Beside me, Sere swore, and the two of us took off. “Come on. This way,” I shouted. Vas shook himself and followed.
    We ran through the trees, which gave us cover from the archers racing to man the walls. My heart pounded in my chest as shouts were heard, followed by heavy footsteps and snarls.
    “They have shifters—” Sere growled. “Hurry!”
    A sharp pain ripped through my chest then, and I knew Dimitri had fallen. It was like a piece of me had been suddenly severed, and I stumbled into Sere, who reached out to steady me.
“Dimitri,” I whispered, and her eyes hardened.
There was no time.
We ran then. Sprinted. The wall was approaching, and the trees began to thin. There was a whirring sound, and something nicked the outer flesh of my arm.
    “Fuck,” I hissed, but didn’t slow down. Sere glanced wildly at me, and I gestured to the wall before she could react. “We’ve got to take it down. Any suggestions?”
    Footsteps were heavy behind us now, and the wall was rapidly growing closer.
    “Those arrows–” Vas growled as one nicked his neck. “They’re magic blocking– like the shackles.” 
    “Stay down,” Sere snapped. Her idea burst into my mind, and my eyes widened. It didn’t leave much room for error. Perhaps if we had more time—
    “Now!” She ordered, and in sync we twisted, energy swirling around us and coursing through my arms. I grasped it and let go, and together we unleashed a ball of fire the size of a carriage at the wall. It exploded on impact, and tore away a hole large enough for us to dart through.
    Vas didn’t hesitate, but I could see the surprise on his face.
    Sere was fastest, and made it to the hole in the wall first. Arrows flew around us, and she cried out as one tore through her shoulder. “Mother fucker!” She hissed, but didn’t stop.
    Behind us, the snarls and footfalls intensified. Vas paused only to block off the gap with a wall of mossy earth.
    “They’ll get through,” I bit out. “Come on, faster.” Sweat was beading at my temples and I pushed myself harder.
    The trees outside the camp were thick and windy. I’d never run through terrain like it, and I found myself stumbling over roots and struggling to keep myself upright. Sere and Vas were only slightly more coordinated than I was, and the three of us struggled to keep pace as we ran deeper and deeper into the woods.
    When Sere stopped suddenly, I crashed into her, then Vas into me, and we were falling. Tumbling.
    Down. Down a steep hillside, over roots and rocks and sharp sticks and branches.
We rolled and tumbled through the thicket, descending faster and faster. There was an edge– a clearing that appeared sharply at the end of the cliff we were barreling down, and I could see how easily we would tumble over. Who knew how sharply that ledge cut off? My heart pounded as the snarling continued behind us, as I struggled to find my footing.
    “Vas!” I screamed. Branches and roots were cutting into me, bruising me with every twist and turn. I thrust my arm out and summoned the mist into a wall of ice, but it wasn’t enough. We crashed through together, and kept tumbling toward that ledge.
    Vas shot a hand out, and a wall of rock burst up, but much like my ice, it did little to slow our descent. Sere crashed into it first, a loud snap sounding, and then it crumbled.
    And we were falling.
    Fast. There was no earth beneath us any longer. No thorns or roots or rocks.
    Below us was only mist, only open air.
    A roar, unlike anything I had ever heard before, sounded above us.
Sascha.
With the last bit of sense I had, I gasped my brother and my mate, and yanked them into my arms.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifty-Seven
 
Sascha caught us.
    It wasn’t graceful, and my back certainly did not enjoy the way it slammed into the sharp spikes of the dragon’s spine. But none of that mattered, because we were suddenly flying –rising above the mist. Sere reached behind me and grasped one of the dragon’s ridges and held tight, her other arm tightening around my middle. Vas crooked the elbow of his left arm over a spike, his right hand gripping Sascha’s back so severely his knuckles turned while.
    Sascha flapped her wings, and we rose above the cliff, rose above the trees and rocks. Sere’s arm trembled, and I grasped her tighter, wedging my foot against Sascha’s hip to alleviate some of the pressure. I could feel the blood seeping from Sere’s shoulder as it soaked into my shirt.
    There were cries below us, and then another wave of arrows whirred through the air. Sascha let out a screech that raised the hairs on my neck and tilted until we were nearly vertical. I twisted and dragged Sere and Vas with me, throwing a leg across Sascha’s back and settling between the ridges. Sere settled behind me, Vas behind her. Sere held me so tightly that it bordered painful.
“Gods,” Sere breathed.
    “Hold on,” I told her, and then Sascha dipped again, plummeting down into the woods. Someone shrieked— truthfully, it sounded like Vas– and then Sascha righted herself and we were coasting, hidden in the deep clouds of mist that covered the trees.
Time seemed to slow– there was nothing but the sound of Sascha’s wings and the sharpness of our breath.
“Sere,” I finally rasped. “Are you okay?” She had slumped against me, and my hands were cut and bloody as I held us firmly on Sascha’s back.
“I’m good,” she said hoarsely in my ear. My chest fluttered in fear, but she squeezed me tightener to reassure me. “It’s just a scratch. Focus. Did we pass the town?”
I squinted, but all I saw was trees. “I can’t tell.”
There was a long pause, the three of us still struggling to catch our breath.
Vas coughed. “Did you try…. I don’t know. Asking the dragon?” His voice shook.
“Ask the dragon,” I repeated slowly.
Beneath us, Sascha purred.
She purred.
“She understood you before, when you asked her to take us to Fort Caeruleum,” Sere rasped in my ear. “Maybe she knows where Nyra was trying to send us.”
I reached down, and stroked the side of the dragon’s back. “Sascha,” I called. I reminded myself that this was Nyra’s guardian. Nyra– the goddess who ruled over the gods of life. Surely her guardian would understand me?
“Nyra told me to go to a town. Do you know where she meant? Can you take us there?”
The beast didn’t answer, of course. She continued to coast, the wind whipping my hair around my face.
“I don’t think–” Vas began.
But then the beast swerved to the left and flapped her wings so intensely that we all were jostled in our seats. Vas let out an inhuman screech.
“Do you think it understood you?” Sere asked, pressing into my back as she struggled to regain her balance.
“How should I know?” I retorted. But what else was there to do? “Maybe?”
Sascha stretched her wings, and for a second we just glided. Sere’s breath was hot in my ear, her arms firm around my waist. I knew she must’ve been in pain– I ached to land and assess her injury.
But then she exhaled shakily, and pointed. “Look,” she whispered.
I hadn’t realized how intently I’d been focusing on where my hands grasped onto Sascha’s spine. Gritting my teeth, I looked up, reaching to grab Sere’s hand where it was wrapped around my middle.
And immediately, I softened.
It was impossibly beautiful– as if the Gods themselves had lifted a brush and danced acrylic paint across the world.
The sun cut through the sky— muted by the mist, casting powerful rays of light through the early morning. The mist twinkled in its path, trees glinting yellow, red, and orange under its rise. It was like a painting— miles and miles of trees and sunlight everywhere I looked.
Atlas.
They would’ve loved it. The light, the warmth, the beauty. The crisp clean air. It was their every touch, their laugh and their smile.
My eyes watered.
As if knowing where my thoughts had gone, Sere’s fingers laced with mine and squeezed.
For a moment, there was no war. No death or betrayal. No heirs or bargains. Only the flapping of Sascha’s wings as she drove us towards the sunrise.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifty-Eight
 
Eventually, Sascha veered left, before tucking into a small opening in the trees. She landed as gracefully as one can in a thicket, only barely jostling us on her back.
I exhaled, trying to push down the creeping wariness building in my chest. The trees were so tall and thick here that almost no sunlight bled through. I didn’t see any sort of town anywhere. Only trees, brush, moss, and darkness. I opened my mouth to warn the others, to tell them Sascha had gotten us lost, when the beast lowered onto her haunches and jerked her snout upwards towards a gap in the trees.
“Oh,” I gasped. “Look.”
Sere and Vas followed where I had pointed, and Sere stiffened behind me.
“Gods,” she whispered.
    It was known that the Blackwoods had the biggest trees in all the land. Even Sascha looked puny beside them. They stood at hundreds of feet tall, bigger than any building I’d ever seen, and wide enough that an entire class of schoolchildren could wrap around one and still not be able to interlock hands.
Before us, in a tree as thick as our apartment in Arderiah, a home had been built into the branches. It had to be a hundred feet up, and was camouflaged so well into the trees and leaves that I almost didn’t see it. If it wasn’t for the light in the window, and the curving staircase that went all the way down the trunk, it would’ve been impossible to find.
“Wow,” Vas whispered.
“I don’t see a town, but where there’s one there must be others,” Sere murmured.
“Yeah,” I agreed. Sere’s arms loosened, and I swung a leg over, sliding awkwardly down Sascha's side. Sere and Vas landed a moment later, our feet squishing into the soft forest floor. My eyes were immediately drawn to Sere’s shoulder, and I pulled her to me. “Let me see.”
“It’s not that bad.”
I ignored her, pointing to a mossy boulder. “Sit.”
She sighed, but sank down without protest.
“You pulled out the arrow?” I asked as I circled behind her.
“The ends snapped off when we fell,” she admitted.
I swore, leaning forward to finger the hole in her leathers. “Undo your shirt. I need to see.”
She unbuttoned the top few buttons, and let her shirt slide open past her shoulders. I winced at the sight of the puckered flesh. It was an angry red and bleeding. The shaft of the arrow was lodged all the way through, but the point and fletching had both snapped off.
I lightly traced the skin around the wound, where angry purple lines were spider-webbing outward. The enchantments were biting into her, poisoning her. “Your magic?” I asked quietly.
She shook her head. “Can't feel it.”
“It’s like the shackles. Same magic,” Vas said, his brow furrowing.
Sere’s honey eyes found my brother. “We haven’t formally met,” she said with a tight smile. I prodded the wound again, and she grunted. “I’m Sere. You may remember me? Seraphine Terrahaven. 93rd class.”
Vas nodded. “I remember.” He glanced from her to me. “How did you two end up together?”
Sere coughed. “That’s a long story.”
“Well,” my brother snorted. “What else are we doing?”
I tuned out their banter. There was only about an inch of the arrow jutting out from Sere’s back, and even less in the front. Without warning I pinched it and tugged, eliciting a low swear and a flinch, effectively cutting off whatever my mate had been saying.
“Fuck,” she hissed. “Gods, Theia.”
“Hush. It’s got to come out,” I muttered. Blood seeped out of the wound and coated my fingers, causing me to lose my grip. The arrow barely budged.
“She’s always this mean?” Sere asked Vas.
He had the nerve to nod.
“You guys are distracting,” I snapped. “Hold on.” I reached into my bag and grabbed my medical supplies. I found a clean rag and wiped away some of the blood, then used it to more firmly grasp the shaft. “Breathe,” I instructed.
She inhaled, and I yanked as hard as I could.
“Fuck,” she swore as it came out. I threw the bloody wood to the ground and she sagged forward, her skin already starting to return to a normal color as the effects of the magic dissipated.
“Godsdamn,” Vas muttered.
“Let me clean it up, okay? It looks good though. Should heal fine.”
“Told you it was just a scratch,” She grumbled, stretching out her fingers as her energy resumed circulating.
I spread some of the healer’s ointment I'd stolen onto the cloth, then used it to clean up her wound. She sighed as it touched her skin, and I knew from experience it felt cool and tingly. It would help accelerate her healing. The wound had already stopped bleeding.
“You don’t need to bandage it,” Sere insisted, shrugging her shirt back up. Her eyes met mine and for a second she just stared up at me, her fingers deftly working the buttons.
“You’re okay?” I asked.
She grinned and leaned back, and even injured, she was a picture of ease and confidence. Her legs parted comfortably, her hands flat on her thighs. “Good as new, healer Theia. Thank you,” she said, smooth and sarcastic.
“Please, her head is big enough as it is,” Vas warned.
Sere laughed.
“Gods, you both are insufferable.”
Sascha made a harrumphing noise, drawing my attention back to her. She was settled comfortably on the ground, watching us with large, patient green eyes. Perhaps it was the adrenaline crash, but I felt a surge of affection for the beast.
“So what’s next?” Sere asked as I stepped towards Sascha, trailing a hand over her snout. Sascha snorted, but her eyes fluttered shut as I smoothed my palm over the cool scales.
“We should check out that house over there. Say we’re just passing through and ask for directions,” I suggested. Sascha rolled her big head, offering me access to her neck. I rubbed the scales there, smiling when the beast let out a noise that sounded almost like a purr.
“Ummm,” Vas hummed. I glanced at him, and he cocked a brow. “I’d say that’s not a bad idea, but how do we explain why we’re in salvyre clothing? Also your beastie isn’t the most discreet.”
Sascha grunted, rising back to her feet and swerving her big head to look at him. It blinked its large eyes at him. Vas had the sense to look nervous, though he didn’t back away “Good beastie,” he murmured. “Stay.”
But Sascha shook her head, flapped her wings once, then exhaled through her snout. Black smoke swirled around us, burning the air. I stumbled back, crashing right into Sere as she stood. Her hands grabbed my waist to steady me.
“You pissed her off,” I snapped at my brother.
“How was I supposed to know–”
But the smoke suddenly cleared, revealing a small black cat, staring up at us with familiar green eyes. My jaw went slack.
“Is that… Smokey?” Sere gasped. “What the fuck?”
The cat simply lifted a paw to its mouth, licked it twice, then placed it down and pulled back into a long stretch.
“That is much more discrete,” I acquiesced, my lips pulling into a grin. I squatted down and the cat rubbed its head into my hand, purring loudly.
“It’s the same cat.” Sere stammered behind me. “Really?”
Sascha glanced up at her, eyes twinkling, and meowed.
“You’re a good, smart little kitty,” I murmured, scratching under her chin in amazement.
“Smokey’s a girl.” Sere stammered.
I laughed at that. “Do you see balls?”
“No,” she stammered. “I guess I never looked close enough.”
Sascha blinked up at me and then moved to rub herself against Sere’s legs, before glancing up at her and waiting. Sere finally shook off her surprise, a genuine smile creasing her features as she knelt to pet the cat.
“You were looking after me all that time, weren’t you?” She murmured as she scratched behind Sascha’s ears.
I wrinkled my nose at the little ball of fluff. “And what about me? I wasn’t important?”
Sascha glanced back at me, guilty. She pressed her body further into Sere’s touch.
“I had treats,” Sere said with a grin. She blinked thoughtfully then. “Perhaps if Ignis has really been held captive this whole time, if I’m really his heir, Nyra wanted her to make sure I was safe. Keep an eye on me and see if he tried to make contact. You weren’t in any danger then, not in Arderiah.”
“Until I was.”
“Right,” she murmured. “Although, I suppose if you were never taken, we never would’ve crossed paths the way we did.”
“But why allow you to be taken in the first place?” I questioned, brows pulling together. I stared down at the cat who had been watching this whole time, a guardian who had allowed unspeakable things to happen to us both.
Sere shrugged, and I could tell her mind had gone to the same place. We turned back to the cat, who blinked up at us and flicked its tail. There was wisdom in Sascha’s eyes as she glanced from Sere to me, and I knew then that it was all intentional. Nyra’s will was tied directly to this creature. Sere’s capture, my own. Being here. Atlas’ death. It all put us on the path we were on.
Nyra had said Tempros was on our side. I hoped beyond hope she was right.
A loud screech suddenly cut through the air, followed by the sound of footsteps flying across the earth. Sere and I jolted upright, flames shooting up her arms just as water wrapped around mine. Beneath us, the ground rumbled. Two figures sprinted through the trees, racing right towards us.
“Sascha, hide!” I commanded, bewildered by the cat who stood there licking her paws, totally unphased.
And then someone burst through the brush, my mind just barely registering their face before they crashed into Sere, the two of them tumbling to the ground. There was a hiss as flames caught clothing, but as a surprised cry escaped Sere’s lips, they extinguished, smoke billowing around us.
My jaw slackened as I watched the two, a mess of limbs, holding each other like their lives depended on it, crumple into the earth.
Ariadne.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fifty-Nine
 
 
Travel to the town east of your station. You will find the Heir of Tenei in a familiar face there.
Nyra’s words echoed in my ears as the two forms before me kneeled, tears sliding down their cheeks as they held each other. My throat thickened, and Sascha, as if sensing the emotion within me, brushed against my shin.
“You’re alive,” Sere gasped, her voice watery.
“And you,” Ariadne laughed. “You made it. Finally.”
Almost three years, I thought to myself. Sere’s emotions barreled down our bond, nearly knocking me off my feet with the intensity. She had not seen her salvyre in nearly three years. Sascha purred happily.
I felt the presence of another set of eyes on us.
My attention snapped to the figure standing at the edge of the clearing, and my hand went instinctively to the pommel of my sword.
I felt in the bond as Sere’s joy sobered, her eyes automatically training where mine were.
The woman stepped out of the shadows, and tilted her chin at us defiantly. She was beautiful, all tan skin and long limbs. She wore a gray dress that came down just past her knees, and black leather boots that rose to meet just below where the fabric ended. Her arms were bare and exposed, thin and undefined. A dagger was strapped to her hip.
But it was her eyes, silver and furious, that caused my breath to catch in my throat.
“Wait,” Ariadne murmured, and placed their hand on my mate’s arm as they rose to their feet together. “She’s with me.”
Sere glanced at me, and Nyra’s words echoed again in my ears. Trust no one.
“We don’t know if we can trust them,” the girl said, echoing my thoughts. She glanced at where Ariadne touched Sere, her expression guarded.
“Tenei told us they would come,” Ariadne insisted, shaking their head.
“Ariadne is the heir.”
I didn’t realize I had spoken the discovery into the bond until Sere looked at me, her eyes wide.
I had no doubt this was who we were meant to find, especially given the intense purring coming from Sascha as she rubbed into my leg.
“How do we know they weren’t intercepted?” The girl challenged. Her hands curled into fists.
I cocked my head to the side, curious. The girl was no threat to us, that was sure. She was slender and untrained. I wondered if she even had magic. Who was this girl to Ariadne? To the Gods?
Ariadne grinned at her, and I blinked at the unspoken challenge in their eyes. “Get over here and check them, then,” the warrior said in a teasing tone.
A healer then, I decided. But not a salvyre. 
The woman glowered, but stepped further into the light. The sun’s rays glinted off of long marks that marred the flesh on her arms and neck. One particularly gnarly one twisted just up and over her cheek before curling back into her hairline.
Scars.
“This is Nemesia,” Ariadne explained as the girl approached us, her eyes still narrowed. “She helped me after I escaped Fray.”
Nemesia cocked a delicate brow, as if that statement offended her in some way.
“Nemi,” she corrected. She shook her head at Ariadne. “You should be resting. Don’t forget that you nearly lost that leg.”
Ariadne rolled their eyes. “Check them, and I promise I’ll relax after.”
The woman glowered, but stepped closer to Sere and I, reaching out with her palms up. There were tattoos in the center of her hands, runes or something other that I didn’t recognize. The girl waited, so I reached out hesitantly and put my hand in hers. Sere copied my movements.
“It won’t take long,” Ariadne assured us.
But I stiffened immediately as something metallic and brittle swept through me. If Nemi was a healer, her magic was unlike any I’d ever felt before. Nothing like Mako’s or Ulrik’s. It was tainted and dark. I couldn’t help but shiver.
And as quick as it coursed through me, it was gone, her hands falling away from the two of us.
“You’re mates,” she observed, glancing between Sere and I speculatively. “Heirs of Ignis and Nyra.”
My eyes widened. Surprise echoed down the bond. Nemi stepped to Vas then, and repeated her test on him. He was looking at me, brows raised.
Right. I guess the mate thing never came up.
But Ariadne was already shaking their head. “I told you.”
Nemi’s eyes narrowed viciously. “No one is beyond suspicion.”
There was a layer to that comment that sent ice through my veins.
The girl glanced between us all once more before gritting her teeth and turning on her heel. “Have your little reunion,” she directed at Ariadne. “I’ll be in the house.”
Sascha chose that moment to meow. Loudly.
Nemi paused, her steps faltering as she glanced at the cat at my feet.
For a second I worried she would say Sascha had to stay outside, or some other sort of rude comment, but then her lips twitched and she whistled lowly. To my shock the cat meowed happily and bounded after her, the two of them disappearing into the brush.
“Well she’s um,” Sere started, shaking her head with wide eyes.
“Abrasive? Rude?” Ariadne offered, a smile tugging at their lips. “Yes. But she’s helped me a lot. And she can be trusted.” Their eyes swept up and down the three of us, and for a moment I shared all the emotions Sere was feeling. Relief. Joy. Tenderness.
“Good to see you again, Theia,” Ariadne said.
I grinned. “And you.”
“We have a lot to talk about,” Sere murmured. I could hear the questions forming in her mind: Where were the others? How did she escape? How would we get to the Sacred Caves?
“And we will. Come,” Ariadne said, jerking their chin towards the glowing cottage in the trees. They threw an arm around Sere’s shoulder. “Let’s get you guys washed up and fed, and then we can get this shit sorted out.”
Sere smiled at her sibling, and warmth surged through the bond. Peace.
Then over her shoulder, I locked eyes with Vas, and my smile faded. Sere and Ariadne carried ahead. We stayed behind, allowing the day to catch up.
We had made it out of Fort Caeruleum. We were lucky. But our five had lost another.
Vas nodded, and an unspoken vow passed between us.
The time for grief would come. We would find a way to honor Atlas and Dimitri. To honor all of them: Dyleth and Mako and Elys. Abbotts and Amaera, Dima and Hasaan.
When the time came, we would be sure the entire kingdom knew their names.
But we would destroy Matteus Fray first.
We’d hunt him down and destroy him, no matter what it took. 
We wouldn’t stop until his blood rained from the skies. Until we were soaked to the bone, bathing in it. We’d raze everything in our path, annihilating anyone who dared get in our way.
One could expect no less from a Stormfury left to burn.
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-Toni Morrison
 
For those of you who made it this far, thank you so much for following along in Theia's journey. This project has been a labor of love for me. It was painful, it was healing, it was empowering. I hope it's been the same for you. 
 
A special thank you to my beta readers, Bancy and Juliette.  
 
 
 Left to Burn is the first in the Heirs of War series. Stay tuned for updates!
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